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This is the story of the goatherd who changed the world. 

Although he was one of the most ivnfluential men in history, 

few people today know anything about him. This book, 

researched from the earliest Islamic sources, documents his life. 

Here at last the truth is laid bare: his humble beginnings; why he 

believed he had a message from Allah; how he convinced some 

of his neighbours to accept his message and why others were 

sceptical; and what eventually led to swords being 

Unsheathed 
In the bitter conflict for Arabia’s soul, treaties were broken, 

strangers were slain, and parents, children, brothers and wives 

were betrayed. Survivors were drawn into the close-knit Muslim 

community and the compelling rule of sharia. The Prophet, 

convinced that Allah had sent him as a mercy to all the world, 

met every challenge without faltering in his mission. 

This is the story of Muhammad. 

This shortened version of the text includes 94 uncensored pictures of Muhammad. 
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Foreword 
Busy people don’t have time to read big books, so we decided to write 

a little book instead. 

This is a shorter version of Tara’s earlier book Unsheathed. She has 

simplified the story of Muhammad and shortened it to the bare outline. 

If you want to read the story of Muhammad in half a day, this is the 

book for you. 

Each chapter ends with a bibliography; but there are no detailed 

references in this short version because busy people don’t have time to 

check references. If you have time to do that, you have time to look 

them up in the longer book. 

Since really busy people don’t have time even to read little books, we 

thought they might like to look at pictures instead. So Tara teamed up 

with the artist Connor O’Grady to make this an illustrated book. The 

pictures alone will give you a good idea of Muhammad’s life-story. 

Connor has drawn 94 images of the Islamic prophet Muhammad. If you 

don’t like pictures of Muhammad, you will be happier if you don’t read 

this book. 

 

Tara MacArthur and Connor O’Grady 

 



 

 

The Characters 
Obviously, we have no way of knowing what seventh-century people 

really looked like. These “portraits” are purely symbolic. 

 

Abdaluzza (or Tayyib) and Abdmanaf (or Tahir) 
(c604) were the second and third sons of Muhammad, 
most likely twins. Both died in infancy. Some historians 
claim that they were only one person and that his name 
was Abdallah, probably because their real names, 
which honoured pagan gods, were embarrassing. 

Abdallah Lion (?-631) (Abdallah ibn Ubayy ibn Salul) 
was the head of the Aowf family and the most powerful 
Comrade chief in Medina. He disliked Muhammad, 
who called him the “head hypocrite”. 

 

Abu Afak (c540-624) was a poet from the Wolf tribe 
in Medina. 

 

 

Abu Bakr (Atiq ibn Abi Quhafa) (573-634) was 
Muhammad’s best friend and second-in-command. He 
was the father of Aïsha; and his eldest daughter, Asma, 
was the first wife of Zubayr. 

Abu Basir (Utba ibn Usayd) (?-628) was from the 
Thaqif tribe in Taïf. He asked for protection from the 
Quraysh in Mecca, then became a Muslim and attacked 
the Quraysh caravans. 

 

 

Abu Rafi (Sallam ibn Abi’l-Huqayq) (?-628) was a Jew 
from the Nadir tribe who was briefly chief of Khaybar. 
He was the uncle of Kinana, Rabi and Kaab Nadir. 

Abu Saïd (Zayd ibn Amru) (-605) was a member of the 
Quraysh tribe who was thrown out of Mecca for 
preaching against polytheism and infanticide. He was 
the uncle of Umar. 
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Aïsha (614-678), second daughter of Abu Bakr, was 
Muhammad’s third and favourite wife. 

 

Amru ibn Umayya al-Damri was a Muslim assassin from 
the Bakr tribe in Mecca. His wife Sukhayla was 
Muhammad’s cousin. 

 

Bilaal ibn Rabah (580-640), a slave in Mecca, was the first 
Christian to convert to Islam. After Abu Bakr bought him 
and set him free, Bilaal was appointed the first prayer-caller. 

 

Abu Sufyan (Sakhr ibn Harb) (565-650) was a Quraysh 
elder who opposed Islam. After becoming chief of 
Mecca in 624, he led the resistance to Muhammad; but 
he became a Muslim in 630. 

Abu Talib (Abdmanaf ibn Abdalmuttalib) (542-620) 
was Muhammad’s uncle and the father of Fakhita and 
Ali. As head of the Hashim family, he was 
Muhammad’s guardian and protector. 

 

Ali (c601-661) was the fourth son of Abu Talib. He was 
brought up in Muhammad’s household like a son and 
he later married Fatima. 

 

Asma bint Marwan (?-624) was a poet from the Wolf 
tribe in Medina. 

 

Bishr ibn Baraa (c600-629) was the head of the Jusham 
family of the Lion tribe in Medina. He was murdered 
in Khaybar. 
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Ellatsahem (Ashama ibn Abjar) (?-631) was the Emperor 
of Axum (or Abyssinia), a region in modern Ethiopia. He 
welcomed the Muslim refugees in 615-628. 

 

Fatima (c606-632) was Muhammad’s fourth and 
favourite daughter. Known as “Fatima the Dazzling”, she 
holds a saint-like status in Islam, especially among Shia. 

 

Hamza ibn Abdalmuttalib (567-625) was 
Muhammad’s uncle and a devout Muslim. 

 

Huayy ibn Akhtab (?-627) was chief of the Nadir, a 
Jewish tribe in Medina. He led the Jewish opposition to 
Muhammad. His daughter Safiya later became 
Muhammad’s eleventh wife. 

Fakhita (Umm Hani or Hind) (c575-c662) was the eldest 
daughter of Abu Talib and Muhammad’s first love. She 
married Hubayra ibn Abi Wahb, who wrote poetry for 
her, and they had at least four children. 

 

Furat ibn Hayyan al-Ijli was a nomad from northern 
Arabia who worked as a desert-guide for the Quraysh. He 
was the first man in history to be converted to Islam by 
force. 

 

Hind bint Utba was the most prominent wife of Abu 
Sufyan and the mother of Muaawiyah. 

 

Ibrahim (630-632) was Muhammad’s youngest son, born 
in Medina to Muhammad’s Egyptian sex-slave Mariya. 
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Kaab Nadir (Kaab ibn Ashraf) (?-624) was a Jew from 
the Nadir tribe in Medina. He wrote poetry about his 
opposition to Muhammad. 

 

Khadija bint Khuwaylid (c568-620) was Muhammad’s 
first wife and the mother of all his children except 
Ibrahim. 

 

Kinana ibn Rabi (?-628) was the treasurer of the Nadir, a 
Jewish tribe in Medina, and the second husband of Safiya. 

 

Mariya bint Shamoon (c613-637) was Muhammad’s 
Egyptian sex-slave and the mother of his son Ibrahim. 

Kaab Qurayza (Kaab ibn Asad) (?-627) was chief of 
the Qurayza, a Jewish tribe in Medina. He opposed 
Muhammad. 

 

Khalid ibn Walid (581-641) was commander of the 
Quraysh war-horses in the fight against Muhammad. In 
629 he became a Muslim and was known as “Allah’s 
Unsheathed Sword”. 

 

Malik ibn Aowf (601–?) was the army-commander of the 
Hawazin, a group of nomadic tribes near Taïf. 

 

Mr Stupid (Abu Jahl or Amru ibn Hisham) (c563-624) 
was Muhammad’s greatest enemy in Mecca. He was 
Walid’s nephew and Umar’s uncle. 
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Muaawiyah (602-680) was the son of Abu Sufyan and 
Hind. He opposed Muhammad until his conversion to 
Islam in 630. 

 

Mutim ibn Adiy (c535-c623) was the head of the 
Naowfal family of the Quraysh tribe in Mecca. 
Although he never became a Muslim, he protected 
Muhammad. 

 

Pop-Eye (Uyayna or Hudhafa ibn Hisn) was chief of the 
Ghatafan, a large nomadic tribe near Medina. He 
defended himself against Muhammad’s attacks until 630, 
when he surrendered. 

 

Quickstep (Duldul) was a white mule whom the Governor 
of Alexandria presented to Muhammad. Muhammad used 
to ride her into battles. After his death, she belonged to 
Ali’s family; she also outlived Ali. 

Muhammad ibn Abdallah (571-632) was the man who 
claimed to be the Prophet of Islam. 

 

Nuwaym ibn Masud was a member of the Ghatafan 
tribe who secretly converted to Islam. 

 

Qasim (c602-c603) was Muhammad’s first son. He died in 
infancy, but Muhammad was formally addressed for the rest 
of his life as Abu Qasim (“father of Qasim”). 

 

Rabi ibn Rabi (?-628) was a Jew from the Nadir tribe 
in Medina and the brother of Kinana. 
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Redface (Abu Lahab or Abdaluzza ibn Abdalmuttalib) 
(c549-624) was Muhammad’s uncle. He opposed Islam, 
and chapter 111 of the Quran is about him. 

 

Saad Lion (Saad ibn Ubada) (590-637) was the head of 
the Saïda family of the Lion tribe in Medina. He 
supported Muhammad. After 627 Saad was the most 
important of the Comrade chiefs. 

 

Safiya bint Huayy (612-672) was a Jew from the Nadir 
tribe in Medina, the daughter of Huayy and the wife of 
Kinana. She became Muhammad’s eleventh wife. 

 

Spearman (Abu Baraa or Amir ibn Malik) (?-627) was chief 
of the Kilab, a large nomadic tribe in central Arabia. He 
made a military alliance with Muhammad. 

Ruqayya (c598-624) was Muhammad’s second and 
most beautiful daughter. She became the third wife of 
the aristocratic Uthman. Their only child, Abdallah, 
was killed in an accident when he was six. 

 

Saad Wolf (Saad ibn Muadh) (591-627) was the head of 
the Nabit family and the most powerful Wolf chief in 
Medina. He was a strong supporter of Muhammad. 

 

Slit-Ear (al-Qaswa) (615-632) was a luxury-camel whom 
Abu Bakr sold to Muhammad. He rode her on 
ceremonial occasions, and she was a champion racer. 

 

Sumayya bint Khayyat (c545-c615) was a pauper from 
Mecca who became a Muslim. She was Islam’s first 
martyr. 
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Thumama ibn Athal was chief of the Hanifa, a farming 
tribe in central Arabia. After becoming a Muslim, he 
caused a famine in Mecca. 

 

Umm Kulthum (c600-630) was Muhammad’s third 
daughter. Her first husband was Utba, son of Uncle 
Redface, who divorced her when their fathers 
quarrelled. After her sister Ruqayya’s death, Umm 
Kulthum married Uthman. She was childless. 

 

Usayd Wolf (Usayd ibn Hudayr) was a relative of Saad 
Wolf. After 627 he was head of the Nabit family and the 
most important Wolf chief in Medina. 

 

Walid ibn Mughira (c540-622) was the chief of Mecca. 
He was Khalid’s father, Mr Stupid’s uncle and Umar’s 
grand-uncle. 

Umar ibn Khattab (c581-644) was a member of the 
Quraysh tribe who opposed Islam until he became a 
Muslim in 616. He was Muhammad’s close friend and 
third-in-command, and his daughter Hafsa became 
Muhammad’s fourth wife. Umar was the nephew of Mr 
Stupid and Abu Saïd, the grand-nephew of Walid and a 
cousin of Khalid. 

 

Umm Qirfa was chieftainess of the Badr, a clan of the 
Ghatafan tribe. She had married her cousin, who was 
the brother of Pop-Eye’s father. 

 

Uthman ibn Affan (c579-656) was from the most 
powerful family of the Quraysh. He became one of the 
earliest Muslims, and he married two of Muhammad’s 
daughters, Ruqayya and Umm Kulthum. 
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Yusayr ibn Zarim (?-628) was a Jew from the Nadir 
tribe in Medina. In 628 he was briefly chief of Khaybar. 

 

Zaynab (c596-629) was Muhammad’s eldest and most 
intelligent daughter. She married her maternal cousin, 
Lakit (Abu’l-Aasi). Their son, Ali, died in childhood. 
Their daughter, Umama, married twice and had one 
son from each marriage; but it is thought that she had 
no further descendants. 

 

Zaynab bint Jahsh (c590-641) was Muhammad’s first 
cousin. She became the fifth wife of Zayd and then the 
seventh wife of Muhammad. 

Waraqa ibn Naowfal (c535-610) was Khadija’s first 
cousin. He converted to Christianity in 605. He died a 
few days after Muhammad’s first vision. 

 

Zayd ibn Haritha (c581-629), originally from the Kalb 
tribe, was Muhammad’s adopted son and the second 
husband of Zaynab bint Jahsh. 

 

Zaynab bint Harith (c610-629), whose ancestors were 
from Yemen, was a Jew living in Khaybar who poisoned 
Muhammad. 

 

Zubayr ibn Awwam (595-656), one of the first 
Muslims, was Muhammad’s first cousin, Khadija’s 
nephew and Abu Bakr’s son-in-law. 
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Muhammad and his foster-family. Muhammad’s foster-parents, Harith and Halima, belonged to the Hawazin 
tribe. The rejection of the only family that he had ever known must have been devastating for the young child. 



 

 

1 

An Arab Orphan 
April 571—July 595 

When Muhammad was born, nobody guessed that he was destined to 

change the world. 

The time was April 571. The place was Mecca, an unimportant little 

trading-post high in the desert mountains of western Arabia. His tribe 

was the Quraysh, who were the most powerful tribe in Mecca; but his 

parents were of no importance within their tribe. 

Muhammad had a difficult childhood. His father died before he was 

born. His mother had no money. According to custom, she sent her 

newborn to be fostered in the desert. 

So the baby Muhammad lived in a nomad’s tent in the wilderness, where 

his foster-parents herded camels and goats. Fostering was usually for 

two years, but his foster-mother was not ready to give him up and his 

real mother was in no hurry to have him back, so they agreed to extend 

the time. 

Muhammad and his foster-brother used to play in the goats’ pasture-

land. When they were four years old, Muhammad suffered a seizure and 

was hurled to the ground. His foster-brother ran for help, yelling that 

Muhammad had been murdered, and their parents arrived to find him 

pale and rigid. Although he recovered, his superstitious foster-mother 

feared that he was demon-possessed. 

For the next year, she was careful to keep Muhammad within sight 

close to her tent. The once-loving foster-family became more and 

more frightened of caring for him. When he was five, they gave up and 

returned him to Mecca. 

In Mecca Muhammad lived in his grandfather’s house among a 

bewildering crowd of extended family. His mother was also in the 
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household, but she delegated the daily tasks of caring for him to a 

child-slave. Muhammad had little time to bond with his mother, for 

she died when he was six. 

Muhammad’s grandfather owned the Zamzam Well. Because it was just 

outside the city temple, he had persuaded everyone that its water was 

holy. The old man used to sit on a mat beside the bubbling water, 

*distributing it to eager customers. His own children had too much 

respect to touch the mat, but Muhammad dared to sit on top of it and 

sometimes even pushed the old man right off. 

When Muhammad was eight his grandfather died. His life changed  

again as he was claimed by a grown-up uncle, the serious and responsible 

Abu Talib. 

At last Muhammad had a stable home, for Abu Talib took care of him 

for the rest of his childhood. The main problem in their household was 

poverty. Abu Talib owned a small herd of camels, which saved the family 

from starvation; but he was bad at business, and there was never any 

money for extras. 

Abu Talib tried to enter the merchant class, for all Mecca’s most 

successful citizens were merchants. This was because the town was hot 

and dry; often there was no rain for years at a time. Since no food could 

be grown there, the people were completely dependent on imported 

food bought from central Arabia. The town usually had enough grass 

to feed cattle, and most middle-rank Meccans were tanners. The 

merchants loaded the leather onto long camel-caravans to sell at 

foreign bazaars. 

When Muhammad was twelve, Abu Talib took him with the caravan to 

Syria. Muhammad made himself useful by guarding the baggage. They 

met people who spoke strange languages and believed strange religions. 

At Basra Bazaar, Muhammad watched the buying and selling, perhaps 

already noting his uncle’s mistakes. Then they reloaded their camels to 

re-sell at a profit in Mecca. 
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Muhammad and his grandfather. Muhammad’s grandfather, Abdalmuttalib, had several young children, 
including clever Abbas, who loved money; fearless Safiya, a poet; and strong, aggressive Hamza, a hunter. 
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Muhammad and his uncle in Basra. Syria was part of the Roman Empire, where the people were Greek-
speaking Christians. Zoroastrians from Persia and some Jews would also have gathered in Basra. 



An Arab Orphan 19 
 

 

This expedition did not restore Abu Talib’s fortunes, and he remained a 

poor man. Muhammad had to look for a job. He had no money of his 

own and no rich friends, so he had no chance to prove himself in 

business. There was nobody to teach him tanning or metal-smithing. He 

was not educated: like most other people in Mecca, he could not even 

read. He had to accept the humblest work available. 

For several years he worked as a goatherd. Unfortunately, he was only 

paid in tamarind seeds. 

Watching goats was boring, and Muhammad found ways to amuse 

himself on the job. He and his friends played games with stones. He 

picked berries off mustard bushes, and he learned the hard way that it 

was better to eat only those that had already ripened to black. He loved 

camel races, and since camels came under his care, he probably found a 

way to set them to the race-track. 

Perhaps because of boredom, Muhammad developed some obsessive 

habits. He disliked even numbers: he wiped himself in the toilet with 

three or five or seven pebbles but never four or six. He liked to wash 

the right side of his body before the left; he combed his hair from the 

right side first; and he lay down to sleep on his right side. His right sandal 

was always the first he put on and the left was the first that he removed. 

He was particular about washing between his toes and inside his  

ears. He cleaned his teeth four or five times a day; whenever he entered 

the house, he would reach for his toothbrush, which was a twig of 

mustard bush. 

Another aspect of this obsessiveness was his scrupulous honesty. He 

performed his duties exactly and never touched what did not belong to 

him. He earned a reputation for being truthful and trustworthy and was 

well-liked in the community. 

The Meccans were polytheists: they worshipped multiple gods at once. 

Their temple, the Kaaba, housed 360 idols: al-Lat, al-Uzza, Buwaana, 

Dhu’l-Kaffayn, Dhu’l-Samawi, Fuls, Hubal, Khalasa, Manaf, Manat, 

Nasr, Shams, Suwa, Wudd, Yaghuth, Yawuq … and the list went on. 
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The Meccans, including Muhammad, prayed to these idols for health, 

wealth, love or curses on their enemies; paid the priests to cast divining 

arrows that would reveal truths or guide their actions; then made a ritual 

walk in a leftward circle around their building. 

The Kaaba was famous. Pilgrims from all over Arabia came to worship 

there all the time but especially for the Great Pilgrimage ceremony in the 

twelfth month. Dressed in plain white sheets that exposed the right 

shoulder, the pilgrims ran back and forth between two hills, threw stones 

at a pillar that represented the demons, circled the Kaaba and 

slaughtered an animal sacrifice. After these religious rituals, the visitors 

spent their money at the city bazaar, which created a tourist industry  

for Mecca. 

The Meccans made no distinction between politics and religion. 

Whoever controlled the Kaaba Temple controlled the whole city. The 

city was ruled by a council of elders who decided everything in the town 

hall opposite the Kaaba. These elders were all males over forty and all 

high-ranking members of the Quraysh tribe. Muhammad’s family, the 

Hashim, was not important within the tribe and he was not important 

within the Hashim. He knew that he might never become an elder or 

anything else better than a goatherd. 

A war broke out when Muhammad was eighteen, and he said that he 

never regretted fighting in it. However, this conflict went down in 

history as the Unholy War. The Quraysh were only fighting because of 

an old promise to help their allies; and their allies only needed help 

because one of them had committed a murder on a sacred cease-fire day. 

Naturally the victim’s tribe wanted revenge. 

There was only one day of fighting that year. Muhammad’s job was to 

pick up enemy arrows from the ground and hand them to his uncles to 

re-shoot. The battle was a draw, so they fought again the next year. That 

battle was also a draw, so the next year the enemy tribes met for a third 

clash. This time Muhammad was one of the archers. The Quraysh tribe 

promised each other never to retreat, and by noon they could claim a 

decisive victory. One enemy sub-tribe still could not accept defeat, so in 
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The lonely goatherd. One night, Muhammad sneaked away from the goats to have some fun in the city. 
At the first house in town, he heard music, which sent him to sleep for hours.  His night off was wasted. 



22 Unsheathed: The Story of Muhammad 
 

 

 

Muhammad and Fakhita. The Kaaba courtyard was the centre of action in Mecca. People met there to 
launch business or political enterprises, to discuss community problems or just to socialise. 
 



An Arab Orphan 23 
 

 

the fourth year there was a fourth day of fighting. This time the Quraysh 

victory was final. 

Even before this fourth round of the Unholy War, the Quraysh were 

discussing the nature of justice. They could not help knowing that they 

were fighting in a bad cause. Some of them concluded that supporting 

justice was more important than being loyal to the tribe. This 

revolutionary idea inspired Muhammad. 

The rebels, including Muhammad, swore a solemn oath. “As long as the 

sea is wet and the mountains stand, we shall act together against crime. 

No matter whether the victim is a Meccan or a stranger, as long as we 

live, we shall support him against the criminal until justice is restored.” 

This oath was called the Extra Contract because it bound its members 

to act beyond the call of duty. 

At first the Extra Contract was effective. A Quraysh elder cheated a 

foreign merchant. The Extra Contractors marched in a block to the 

elder’s house, seized the goods and restored them to their owner. Soon 

afterwards, a tourist’s daughter was kidnapped. The Contractors 

surrounded the kidnapper’s house until he brought the girl out still a 

virgin and they restored her to her father. 

Unfortunately, nothing else was heard of the Extra Contract; the good 

intentions soon faded away. 

Muhammad was now grown up; but he was still only a goatherd. He was 

slim and fair-skinned with a long, hooked nose, dark eyes and a thick 

beard. Abu Talib’s daughter Fakhita said that he had the best smile in 

the world. 

Muhammad smiled at Fakhita often, for he fell in love with her. Since 

an Arab had the first right to wed his father’s brother’s daughter, he was 

confident when he asked Abu Talib for Fakhita’s hand in marriage. It 

was a surprise when his father’s brother did not agree immediately. 

It turned out that Muhammad was not the only family member who 

could ignore tribal customs. The next he knew, Fakhita had been 

married off to a rich merchant. When Muhammad complained to his 
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uncle, Abu Talib responded: “Nephew, a nobleman rewards a 

nobleman!” He was too poor to risk giving Fakhita away to a penniless 

goatherd like Muhammad. 

Muhammad needed to earn some real money, not just tamarind seeds. 

When he was 24 he heard about a job opportunity. The richest merchant 

in Mecca was looking for a new agent to drive her camels to Syria. Abu 

Talib promptly presented himself to the merchant and recommended 

Muhammad for the job. She agreed to hire him for two camels. To 

Muhammad’s embarrassment, Abu Talib persuaded her to make it four. 

Muhammad probably took a variety of merchandise to Syria: cattle-

hides, leather goods, sheepskins, woollen cloth, clarified butter, dried 

raisins, musk and silverwork. After two months he returned to Mecca 

with a cargo of Syrian products, typically grain, oil, wine, weapons, 

cotton and linen. 

After his employer had sold the goods at Mecca Bazaar, she found that 

the profits were nearly double what she had expected. She was so 

pleased with Muhammad’s competence that she again doubled his 

commission. He took home eight camels. 

A few days later, the same merchant sent Muhammad on a second 

business trip, this time to Tihama in Yemen. Since not many merchants 

wanted to battle through the heat of Yemen in summer, Muhammad 

could bring back a monopoly. Six weeks later he arrived home in Mecca 

with camel-loads of frankincense, myrrh, laudanum, ebony, ivory and 

fine striped weavings. 

As there were no competing goods at Mecca Bazaar, his products once 

again fetched a high price. His employer realised that her business would 

benefit if she secured his services permanently. 

She decided to marry him. 
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Muhammad the camel-driver. Muhammad was competent both at handling the camels and trading in 
the market. A merchant usually made 100% profit on an investment, but Muhammad made nearly 200%. 
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The Quraysh were 
Muhammad’s tribe  

and they ruled Mecca. 

The People of Mecca 

Quraysh 

Khuza’a 

Hilal 

Bakr 
The Bakr were a less-powerful 
tribe who depended on their 
Quraysh allies for survival. 

 
 Labourers 

Some of these people were immigrants from 
all over Arabia and others were freed slaves. 

Slaves 
It is thought that about 10% 

of the population were slaves. 

 

The Khuza’a had been 
the original founders  

of Mecca. They re-
sented the Quraysh 

for usurping the 
leadership. 

 The Hilal were a 
small but wealthy 
tribe who stayed 
out of politics. 
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Summary 

• Muhammad, a member of the Hashim family of the Quraysh tribe, 

was born in Mecca, western Arabia, in April 571. 

• The economy of Mecca depended on trade. 

• The city had a temple, the Kaaba, where 360 gods were worshipped. 

• Muhammad was a penniless orphan living under the protection of 

his uncle, Abu Talib. 

• He worked as a goatherd. 

• Muhammad was popular with his neighbours, who found him 

truthful and trustworthy; but he had some obsessive habits. 

• When he was 24 he went to Syria as a merchant’s agent and proved 

competent. 
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Muhammad weds Khadija. Even if Muhammad originally married Khadija for her money, he soon came to love her. 
The popular tradition that she was a much older woman is almost certainly false. Khadija’s father was named Khuwaylid, 
and her daughter’s name was Hind. Hind married her cousin Sayfi, and they named their son “Muhammad”. 



 

 

2 

Life Begins at Forty 
July 595—August 610 

The merchant’s name was Khadija and she was about 27 years old. She 

had suitors from all over the city lining up to marry her for her money; 

but her father would not let her accept any of them. He too wanted to 

keep control of her wealth. 

Khadija knew that if she married a poor bachelor, she could use her 

money to bargain with him for the kind of life she wanted. In particular, 

she could arrange to be her husband’s only wife. Muhammad—poor 

and single but handsome and clever—was ideal. Obviously, her father 

would disapprove, so she needed to plan her strategy. 

The next time she sent for Muhammad, she did not discuss any trading 

assignment. “Cousin,” she said, “I like you, for everyone says you are 

trustworthy, good and truthful. Will you marry me?” 

Muhammad did not hesitate. Khadija was an attractive woman, and he 

could not afford to refuse good money. 

She asked for a marriage-gift of twenty camels. This would cost about 

five years’ wages. Because the investment would be worth it, 

Muhammad promised to acquire the camels somehow. Perhaps his 

uncles helped. Within a few days, the twenty camels were ready. 

On 16 July 595 Khadija slaughtered a cow and set it to roast. Then she 

plied her father with wine until he was drunk. She draped a striped cloak 

around his shoulders and sprinkled it with saffron. When all was ready, 

Muhammad and his uncles entered the house and asked the old man for 

Khadija’s hand in marriage. 

He was too drunk to understand them, but at his daughter’s prompting, 

he said yes. And she served roast beef to her guests. 
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Hours later, Khadija’s father awoke and asked what was going on. 

Khadija reminded him: “It’s my wedding day. You have married me off 

to Muhammad.” 

Just as she had expected, he was furious. “Never!” he shouted. “Would 

I have given you away to Abu Talib’s orphan?” He brandished his sword 

and made so much fuss that some of Muhammad’s relatives also 

brought out their weapons. 

Khadija needed to stop a fight. “Father,” she said, “don’t make a fool of 

yourself in front of all the Quraysh by admitting that you were drunk.” 

She kept on at him until he put his sword away. 

It was too late. Muhammad was Khadija’s husband. 

Muhammad and Khadija were very happy together. Both of them were 

naturally calm-tempered and cheerful. Both were faithful. Being faithful 

did not cost Muhammad any hardship, for Khadija made herself very 

sexually available to him. In return, marriage gave him the lifestyle of a 

rich man. There was plenty of food and perfume (his favourite was 

musk); work was pleasant and easy; and Muhammad enjoyed instant 

status in the merchants’ community.3 

He knew, however, that these benefits were all borrowed from Khadija. 

She remained in control of her money and he was only her employee. 

He could lose everything if she became unhappy with him. So he was 

careful never to annoy her and he always obeyed her wishes. 

Muhammad confessed that he did not really like camel-driving. It 

interfered with eating and sleeping and it took him away from Khadija. 

Instead, he took over the Meccan end of the business by setting up a 

shop. When the agents returned from Syria, it was Muhammad who sold 

the merchandise and handled the cash. 

Over the next ten years, Khadija bore Muhammad seven children: 

Zaynab, Ruqayya, Umm Kulthum, Qasim, Abdmanaf, Abdaluzza and 

Fatima. The three boys died as babies, but the four girls all lived to grow 

up. Fatima, who looked like Muhammad, was his favourite. 
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Muhammad and his family. Khadija’s sons were called Harith and Tahir; confusingly, Tahir was also known 
as “Hind”. Harith, who may have been Khadija’s stepson, was killed in a fight in Mecca as a young man. 
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Muhammad the shopkeeper. The basic units of currency in Arabia were the dirham, a silver coin, and the dinar, 
a gold coin worth ten dirhams. A dirham was a day’s wages for a labourer and a dinar was the price of a goat. 
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Khadija also had a daughter by her first husband and two sons by her 

second. The daughter was soon married off, but the sons still lived in 

her house. Muhammad liked to play with children and he was on good 

terms with his stepsons. 

When there was another famine in Mecca, Muhammad’s uncle Abu 

Talib could not afford to feed his family. Muhammad offered to help by 

taking in one of his children, and Abu Talib sent him the three-year-old 

Ali. Muhammad always made a great show of affection toward Ali and 

loved him like a son, although he did not formally adopt him. 

In addition to all these children, Muhammad acquired an adult son. 

Zayd, who was about ten years younger than Muhammad, was a short, 

dark-skinned, flat-nosed youth from northern Arabia. He had been 

kidnapped by slave-traders and sold to Khadija, and she gave him  

as a present to Muhammad. Zayd became his favourite servant and 

constant assistant. 

After some years, Zayd’s family traced him, and his father travelled to 

Mecca to buy him back. He saluted Muhammad at the Kaaba and 

promised to pay any price for his son. 

“I have a better idea,” Muhammad replied. “We’ll let Zayd decide.  

If he chooses to go with you, you can have him back without paying 

anything at all.” 

Zayd recognised his father at once but told him: “I like Muhammad and 

I will never choose anyone rather than him.” 

Muhammad then took Zayd to the steps of the Kaaba and set him free 

before the assembled citizens. He proclaimed: “O all ye who are present, 

witness that Zayd becomes my son! He is my heir and I am his.” 

The Arabs took adoption very seriously; Zayd’s real father had to accept 

his choice and return home without him. 

Zayd was a dutiful son to Muhammad for the next twenty  

years. Muhammad kept Zayd close to him and granted him many  

small favours. 
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In 605 a flash-flood damaged the walls of the Kaaba and a thief stole 

some of the temple treasures. The Quraysh decided to demolish the old 

walls, rebuild them with new stones and roof them over. They divided 

themselves into four teams, one for each wall. Muhammad’s family was 

on the team working near the door. 

The holiest object in the Kaaba was its cornerstone, a great black rock. 

When the walls were high enough to hoist the Black Stone into its new 

home, everyone wanted the honour of installing it. The Quraysh 

quarrelled over it until they almost came to blows, and two families even 

swore to fight all the others to the death. Work on the rebuilding 

stopped for several days while the elders held counsel in the Kaaba 

courtyard. Finally the chief of Mecca told them that they needed to 

choose an umpire and they should appoint whoever next walked 

through the gate. 

The next man to enter happened to be Muhammad. He placed the Black 

Stone on his cloak and told each team to hold one side of the cloak. That 

way they could all lift the Black Stone together and everyone would have 

installed it. Of course, one hand still had to give the final shove from the 

cloak to the wall, and that hand was Muhammad’s. Nevertheless, the 

Quraysh liked this solution to their dispute, and Muhammad became 

even more popular among his neighbours. 

Despite his helpfulness in rebuilding the Kaaba, the time came when 

Muhammad questioned the gods. 

He had always worshipped those gods. Beside the front door of 

Khadija’s house stood an idol of al-Uzza, the virgin star-goddess of 

military victory. Anyone who passed through the door stroked al-Uzza 

to absorb Her blessing. Just before bedtime the family would all worship 

Her. Muhammad sometimes travelled a day’s journey to Her temple to 

sacrifice a white sheep to Her. 

On at least one occasion he and Zayd made the three-day journey to 

Taïf to sacrifice to the earth-goddess al-Lat. As they were returning 

home through the mountains, they met Abu Saïd, the city outcast, who 

believed in only one God. Muhammad told Zayd to offer the wild man  
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Muhammad settles the Black Stone dispute. Muhammad later killed one of these four men, together 
with six of the children of two of the others. The fourth man’s grandsons were early converts to Islam. 
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Muhammad meets Abu Saïd. Soon after his encounter with Muhammad, Abu Saïd was brutally murdered. 
The culprit was never identified; but the chief suspect was his brother Khattab, who was the father of Umar. 
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some of the sacrificed meat in their bag, but Abu Saïd replied: “I never 

eat meat that has been offered to idols. I want nothing to do with it, for 

idols are useless. They cannot do either good or evil. I have rejected both 

al-Lat and al-Uzza and I don’t go to worship Hubal either.” 

This was the first time that anyone had challenged Muhammad over 

idol-worship. Yet he saw at once that Abu Saïd was right. Idols were just 

blocks of wood or stone: they were less important than himself, not 

more. As a result of this encounter, Muhammad never again stroked an 

idol or sacrificed to one. 

About this time he suffered a personal tragedy. He was involved in an 

argument on the steps of the Kaaba, and his stepson spoke in his 

defence. The quarrel became heated; a fight broke out; and in the punch-

out, Muhammad’s stepson was thrown to the ground and trampled by 

the crowd. The young man was brought home so severely injured that 

he died a day or two later. Perhaps this loss shook Khadija’s worldview. 

Another problem was that Muhammad’s seizures returned. He regularly 

suffered from painful and exhausting convulsions in which he sweated, 

turned white, saw flashing lights and heard sounds like the ringing of a 

bell. He complained of the Evil Eye and wondered if his fits were a 

message from the gods. 

Finally his unbelief was full-grown, and he confessed to his wife: 

“Khadija, I do not worship al-Lat or al-Uzza. No, I do not worship 

Them at all.” 

Khadija calmly replied, “Then abandon al-Lat and abandon al-Uzza.” 

She too had lost faith. They never prayed to their al-Uzza idol again. 

That year Muhammad refused to accompany his family on their annual 

pilgrimage to worship the god Buwaana. His uncle Abu Talib was angry. 

Some of his aunts warned, “We fear for your life when you disrespect 

our gods.” Other aunts wheedled, “Don’t you like attending your 

family’s celebration and being a member of our party?” Muhammad was 

firm. He never went to the Buwaana-festival again. 
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Muhammad and Khadija still believed there must be a God. The idea of 

only one god—not a god, but just God—was not new. Three of their 

cousins had become Christians. It was probably these relatives who told 

Muhammad and Khadija about a Creator-God Who had forbidden 

idols. When they talked about the One God, they called Him Allah, an 

old Arab title meaning “the god”. 

Muhammad learned that Allah interacted with people through holy 

books and prophets. He would bring dead people back to life on 

Judgment Day and send them to an Afterlife of Heaven or Hell. 

Muhammad also noticed the Sabians. They were Syrians who believed 

in only one God and had their own holy book. They prayed seven times 

a day with dramatic face-to-floor bowings. In the month of Ramadan 

they fasted from daybreak until dusk, and they celebrated the breaking 

of their fast with a festival called Eed al-Fitr. 

Muhammad took to going on retreat in Ramadan, which was the ninth 

month. He would close his shop and take his family to camp in the 

mountain-glens around Mecca. At Mount Hiraa he would pray, meditate 

and give food away to any poor people who approached him there. 

The dark side of these camping holidays was that his meditations made 

his seizures worse. He did not like other people to see his convulsions, 

so he would withdraw to a cave away from his family for days at a time, 

returning to camp only to collect food. He did not understand why these 

fits were occurring, but since they were part of his meditations, he 

supposed that Allah sent them. 

It was while Muhammad was camping in his cave that he had a terrifying 

dream. It changed the course of his life and of all human history. 
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Farewell to al-Uzza. We do not know what Muhammad and Khadija did with their al-Uzza idol after they 
lost faith, but Connor O’Grady likes to imagine that they ceremonially burnt it. 
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Summary 

• Muhammad married Khadija and so became a wealthy shopkeeper. 

• He was respected among the neighbours for his clever settlement of 

a local dispute. 

• Muhammad and Khadija lost faith in the traditional Arab religion. 

They concluded that Allah was the only God. 
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Muhammad meets Seraphiel. Some people wonder what Muhammad really saw in the cave. Was it an 
angel or a demon? Was it a hallucination caused by bad air or mental illness? Was the whole story a lie? 
Muhammad’s own account is that the event was an ordinary dream. 
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The Angel in the Cave 
August 610—November 613 

On Sunday 12 August 610, when Muhammad was 39 years old, he 

crawled back to his family at base-camp after a night of meditating in his 

cave. He threw himself into Khadija’s arms, his shoulders shaking and 

his heart beating wildly. 

 “Khadija,” he said, “I think I’ve gone mad! I see light and I hear sounds. 

I think I’m turning into a fortune-teller!” 

Since Muhammad had been alone all night, there were no witnesses to 

whatever had happened. However, this is how he described his 

nightmare to Khadija. 

“I dreamed that the angel Seraphiel appeared carrying a silk cloth 

embroidered with writing. He commanded me, ‘Recite!’ I replied, ‘I 

cannot recite.’ Then the angel seized me and squeezed me until I was 

almost suffocated. When he released me, the same thing happened again 

and then again. When Seraphiel commanded, ‘Recite!’ for the fourth 

time, I was so afraid of being suffocated that I asked, ‘What shall I 

recite?’ The angel said: 

‘Recite in the name of your Lord who created— 

created man from a clinging substance. 

Recite, and your Lord is the most Generous— 

who taught by the pen— 

taught man that which he knew not.’ (Q96:1-5) 

I repeated it, and Seraphiel disappeared. I awoke to find the words still 

impressed on my heart.” 

“Be glad and stand firm!” responded Khadija. “I have hope that you are 

the prophet of this community.” 

She put on her cloak and went to the city to consult her cousin Waraqa, 

an elderly blind Christian who knew all about prophets. 
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His words were less reassuring than she had hoped. “My dear, I just 

don’t know. I’m afraid it may not have been an angel. There are certain 

demons who imitate angels. Even a healthy-minded person can become 

confused or go mad.” 

After returning to Mecca, Muhammad kept seeing visions of Seraphiel. 

He was very disturbed when the angel appeared in his living room, 

although Khadija could not see anything. She gave her husband 

something else to think about by stripping off all her clothes, throwing 

her arms around him and pulling him down to the floor. When 

Muhammad said that the vision had now disappeared, Khadija said that 

Seraphiel, being too modest to watch their foreplay, “must be an angel 

and not a demon.” 

Muhammad and Khadija later said that they went back to Waraqa’s 

house to describe the visions in detail. He responded, “Holy, holy! If 

this is true, then the same angel whom Allah sent to Moses has visited 

Muhammad. He is a prophet!” However, there were no witnesses to this 

conversation. The elderly Waraqa died one week later, before 

Muhammad and Khadija told anyone else about the angel. 

After Waraqa’s death, Seraphiel stopped appearing. Muhammad 

suffered no more seizures and heard no more divine messages. 

Instead of being relieved that her husband no longer felt he was going 

mad, Khadija was dismayed. She had expected and desired to launch a 

prophet, and now Muhammad was refusing to prophesy. Her hopes 

were shattered. Eventually her patience gave out and she taunted 

Muhammad: “Your Lord has deserted you! I think He must have come 

to hate you!” 

His original terror of angels and madness forgotten, Muhammad was 

now distressed that his visions had gone. He became depressed. 

For several weeks he suffered such despair that he contemplated suicide. 

More than once he climbed the mountains intending to hurl himself off 

a cliff; but he did not really want to die. 
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Muhammad considers suicide. Muhammad said that whenever he was about to jump off the cliff, 
Seraphiel arrived in time to stop him. Unfortunately, Seraphiel never stayed long enough to explain what a 
prophet was supposed to do next. 
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Muhammad at prayer. Muhammad’s Uncle Abbas told a curious friend: “This is Muhammad, who claims 
that the Lord of Heaven has commanded him to pray like that. I do not know anyone on the face of the 
earth who follows this religion except for Muhammad, Khadija and Ali!” 



The Angel in the Cave 47 
 

 

One day he decided to be a prophet after all. He returned from a 

mountain hike to report that he had again seen Seraphiel, who had 

declared a pointed new prophecy for Khadija. 

By the morning brightness 

and the night when it covers with darkness, 

your Lord has not taken leave of you,  

nor has He detested you. (Q93:1-3) 

After this, there was no more hesitating. Muhammad never again 

mentioned being afraid of the angel or doubting whether he was a 

prophet. 

Soon he reported that Seraphiel had reappeared and had taught him the 

correct way to pray. First there must be a ritual washing. Then he stood, 

arms raised, facing the Kaaba, and bowed down, dropping to his toes, 

knees, hands, nose and forehead, and recited Seraphiel’s prayer. Then he 

lifted his head and hands and arose until he was sitting up high enough 

to bow down a second time. Then he stood: that was one unit of prayer. 

He prayed a second unit, four bowings in all. The full-body bows 

symbolised complete submission to Allah. So the new faith was born. 

Its fundamental concept was islam—“submission”. 

Khadija was pleased with the ritual, and so Muhammad’s mind was 

finally at rest. Perhaps he decided that “making it up” was what all 

prophets did because Allah was somehow guiding their imaginations. 

Even when his seizures returned, they no longer bothered him; he said 

that it was during the seizures that the angel spoke. From that day 

onward, Muhammad announced regularly that Seraphiel was bringing 

new and strong revelations from Allah. 

While everyone in Muhammad’s household believed his message and 

became a Muslim (“submitter”), his extended family took no notice. 

Even his devoted uncle Abu Talib said: “I don’t want a religion that 

makes me lift my buttocks higher than my brains!” 

The big breakthrough came when a man outside the Hashim family took 

Muhammad seriously. His neighbour Abu Bakr was a successful cloth 
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merchant. Bow-backed and thin-faced, with his hair dyed a startling 

blood-red, he was easy-tempered, sociable and very popular. Because he 

had memorised a vast store of information on many topics, people liked 

to sit and talk with him. 

Muhammad told his friend: “I am Allah’s Messenger and Prophet. I call 

on you, Abu Bakr, to worship Allah alone and to devote yourself to 

obeying Him.” 

Abu Bakr was fascinated. He rejected his idols on the spot and went 

home a Muslim. 

Muhammad’s new best friend attached himself so firmly to the cause 

that there could be no turning back. Abu Bakr became the head 

evangelist, telling everyone in his discussion circle about his faith and 

inviting all his friends to Islam. He made new converts at a rate of one 

every three weeks, and over fifty people became Muslims through his 

preaching. 

Early Islam was simple: a convert could learn the beliefs in ten minutes. 

The Basics of Islam 

1. Allah is the only God. The other gods do not exist. 

2. After you die, you will go to Judgment Day, and Allah will 
decide whether to send you to Hell or Heaven. 

3. Non-Muslims will go to Hell, which is a pit of fire. 

4. A Muslim who avoids serious sins will go to Heaven, which 
is a beautiful garden. 

5. Sins committed before you were a Muslim or punished on 
earth are forgiven. If you commit a serious sin after your 
conversion and escape the punishment, it will be up to Allah 
whether He forgives you or not. 

6. Allah has sent Muhammad as His prophet to explain all this. 
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The conversion of Abu Bakr. Muhammad gave Abu Bakr the title of “the Truthful”, not necessarily 
because he was personally honest, but because he believed the truth of Islam. He was an expert in genealogy. 
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Muhammad delivers a prophecy. “Say: He, Allah, is One. Allah is He on Whom all depend. He begets 
not, nor is He begotten, and none is like Him.” (Quran 112) 
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The list of Islamic sins and virtues was as simple as Islamic doctrine. 

Anyone who had a little common sense and self-control could keep the 

rules and be sure of going to Heaven. 

Islamic Morality 

1. Do not worship idols. 

2. Keep the prayer ritual correctly. 

3. Do not steal. 

4. Do not have sex with anyone except your wives or your slaves. 

5. Do not kill your children. 

6. Do not slander. 

7. Help poor Muslims generously. 

8. Obey the Prophet in what is right. 

When Abu Bakr introduced a convert to the Prophet, Muhammad gave 

a Quran (“reciting”) of his prophecies to confirm that Allah was the only 

God. The new Muslim then declared: “I testify that there is no god but 

Allah and that Muhammad is Allah’s Messenger.” Then they all 

performed the prayer ritual. 

Most of Muhammad’s early prophecies were short poems with catchy 

rhythms that were easy to memorise. His words about Allah and Heaven 

sounded convincing because he could name the Jewish and Christian 

prophets and claim to be the latest in line. In fact he knew next to 

nothing about Judaism or Christianity; but nor did anyone else in Mecca, 

so nobody noticed his mistakes. Since the Meccans could not read, a live 

prophet in their own city was much more accessible than something 

written in an old book. 

Nevertheless, those old prophets had to be put in their proper place, for 

Muhammad was the most important of them. “I have been 

commissioned for the whole human race,” he said. “There will be no 

more prophets after me.” 



52 Unsheathed: The Story of Muhammad 
 

 

Muhammad was a charismatic personality who projected sincerity and 

reliability. His followers felt honoured by his attention and cherished 

every souvenir of him, even a hair that fell from his head. 

He taught that loyalty to Allah’s own community was a higher priority 

than traditional loyalties to tribe and family. Like the Extra Contract, 

Islam allowed young men from unhappy families to rebel against the 

family without feeling guilty about it. 

Of the early converts, over twenty were Muhammad’s household or his 

cousins. Among these were the thuggish Zubayr and the refined 

Uthman. A similar number were the merchants in Abu Bakr’s discussion 

circle, with or without their families. At least forty were poor people: 

slaves, ex-slaves, immigrants or labourers. The new community gave 

them a group of more powerful friends who might protect them against 

abuse or poverty. A few converts were simple youths who had a  

friend in one of the other categories. There were perhaps a hundred 

Muslims altogether. 

At first Muhammad preached quietly, and the Muslims met together in 

private. As more people converted, Islam became a general topic of 

conversation all over Mecca, but nobody really minded. The elders only 

observed: “That young man claims to hear a voice from Heaven!” 

This went on for about three years. Then in 613 Muhammad announced 

that Allah would not send Seraphiel to him again; He had replaced him 

with a different angel named Gabriel. Gabriel, opening a new stage of 

the mission, had commanded Muhammad to preach in public to urge 

everyone to worship Allah alone. 

Muhammad wanted to dethrone the 360 gods from the Kaaba and 

promote Allah as the only god Who could be worshipped there. To 

achieve this, he had to convert the whole city. Of course, if he ever did 

gain control of the Kaaba, he would also be chief of Mecca. 

Therefore Islam became a political movement. 
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Uthman weds Ruqayya. Uthman, one of the first Muslims, belonged to the richest and most powerful 
family in Mecca. He divorced his cousin Asma in order to marry Muhammad’s daughter Ruqayya. Asma’s 
father— whose friends called him “Mr Clever” but whom the Muslims called “Mr Stupid”—soon became 
the bitter enemy of Islam. Perhaps his daughter’s divorce was the start of his hostility? 
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The five pillars of Islam, although not directly mentioned in the Quran, are a summary of Islamic practice that every 
Muslim recognises. The declaration of faith and prayer were part of Islam from the beginning. Taxation and the Ramadan 
fast were introduced in 624, and the pilgrimage to Mecca became a requirement at the end of Muhammad’s life. 
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Summary 

• After Muhammad had a frightening experience in a cave, Khadija 

concluded that he had met an angel and that he must be a prophet. 

• After some initial reluctance, Muhammad began to produce 

prophecies that urged people to submit to Allah, the only God. 

• About a hundred people believed his message, known as Islam. The 

converts, known as Muslims, met together to perform a prayer ritual 

and to listen to Muhammad reciting his prophecies. 

• The first Muslims were mainly family members, close friends and 

poor people. Many of them were persuaded by a merchant named 

Abu Bakr, who became Muhammad’s best friend and chief assistant. 

• Muhammad wanted to take over the Kaaba and rule Mecca. 
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Muhammad preaches Hellfire in Mecca. “I will throw him into Hell! And what can make you understand 
Hell? It leaves nothing behind and it spares nothing, scorching the flesh!” (Q74:26-29) 



 

 

4 

Hellfire in Mecca 
November 613—August 616 

“Disaster! Disaster!” On the hill opposite the Kaaba, Muhammad  

stood and shouted. A crowd of Quraysh ran to his cry, asking, “What’s 

the matter?” 

 “I’m warning you,” he said. “You face a terrible doom! I call you to 

Allah and I warn you of His punishment. Save yourselves, people of 

Quraysh, for I cannot save you from Allah’s punishment. You cannot 

have Allah’s favour or a place in Heaven unless you confess, ‘There is 

no god but Allah—’” 

“May you perish!” interrupted a well-groomed man with two plaits. It 

was Muhammad’s Uncle Redface. “Did you really call us all together just 

for this? May your hands perish!” 

“May your hands perish, Uncle Redface!” retorted Muhammad. “You’ll 

go to Hell—and your wife will fuel the flames!” 

Uncle Redface was offended. He and Muhammad were never on 

friendly terms again. Nor could Muhammad reclaim the crowd’s 

attention. They were unimpressed by his abuse of the disaster alarm, and 

no mass-conversions followed. 

Muhammad kept on preaching in streets and squares wherever he could 

find an audience. Abu Bakr and a few other Muslims also continued to 

share the message with their friends. Yet the public preaching brought 

in only a few converts; most Meccans were not at all interested. 

So Gabriel gave Muhammad a different preaching style. He insulted and 

cursed the gods in the Kaaba, jeered at their worshippers and warned 

the Quraysh that their ancestors had gone to Hell. 

The Meccans reacted with hostility. Old friends distanced themselves 

from him and gossiped about him behind his back. As he continued to 

preach Hellfire, they mocked and heckled. One day he walked down the 
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street and every bypasser, down to the lowest slave, insulted him and 

called him a liar. 

Leaders of the Opposition to Muhammad 

1. Abu Sufyan was one of the most powerful elders in Mecca. 

Although he opposed Islam, he tried to be fair and he was always 

polite. 

2. Mr Stupid, a thin, sharp-faced merchant whose friends called 

him “Mr Clever”, was the most hostile of all. He was willing to 

use violence to crush Islam. 

3. Umar, Mr Stupid’s nephew, was clever, strong and violent. 

4. Uncle Redface was the only member of the Hashim family 

who refused to protect Muhammad. He was a bad neighbour 

who liked to harass and humiliate his nephew. 

The Quraysh elders challenged Muhammad to perform a miracle. 

“Flatten the mountains into farmland and conjure up fountains to water 

them! Bring our dead ancestors back to life so that we can ask them 

about you! Raise up a castle for yourself with palm-gardens and treasure-

chests! Since you say we deserve punishment, make the sky fall down 

and crush us to death!” 

Muhammad said that Allah had not sent him to perform miracles. “The 

only miracle that I shall bring you is the Quran, for neither men nor 

demons can compose anything like it.” 

Since Muhammad claimed to be a prophet in the Jewish style, the 

Quraysh consulted the Jews in Medina. They returned to Mecca with 

three questions from Jewish literature that a true prophet should be able 

to answer. Muhammad replied, “I’ll tell you the answers tomorrow!” 

then shut his front door. 

He sat behind his door for days while the Quraysh gossiped about the 

sudden disappearance of Gabriel. The journey to Medina took about a 

week. Predictably enough, it was on the fifteenth day that Muhammad  
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The elders demand a miracle. Muhammad claimed as his only miracle that an illiterate man like himself had 
composed the Quran. In truth, many of the world’s great poets have been illiterate; one example is Homer. 
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Islam’s first bloodshed. The first man in history to shed blood for Islam was Muhammad’s twenty-year-
old second cousin, Saad ibn Abi Waqqas. He reacted to a verbal insult by hitting a polytheist over the head 
with a camel’s jawbone. His victim, whose name is not known, survived the attack. 
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emerged to announce the answers—and that people who did not listen 

to him would go to Hell. 

Muhammad instructed the Muslims to break off their friendship with 

anyone who opposed his message. Quarrels and divisions burst out all 

over the community as people argued over the dinner-table or stopped 

speaking to one another altogether. Families broke up as young men 

gave their loyalty to Islam in preference to their father, brother or wife. 

One day some polytheists surprised a group of Muslims who were 

praying in a gully. Verbal insults were exchanged. A young Muslim hit a 

polytheist with a camel’s jawbone and split his head open. 

After that the Muslims were constantly associated with violence. Abu 

Bakr’s father sneered about Muhammad, and Abu Bakr punched his 

father’s chest so hard that the old man was knocked to the ground. 

Muhammad’s Uncle Hamza cracked Mr Stupid’s head open with a 

hunting bow. An elderly aunt abused her son because he refused to 

become a Muslim. The Muslims were known around town as 

“Muhammad’s louts”. 

The elders kept visiting Abu Talib to complain about Muhammad. “If 

you don’t control your nephew, then we will!” Abu Talib  

always spoke appeasing words until they went away but he could  

not stop Muhammad. 

Eventually the Quraysh elders said that Muhammad was so disruptive 

that they needed to kill him. Their exact reason is unknown as their side 

of the story has not survived. Muhammad had stolen some milk from 

Uthman’s stepfather; but this sounds too trivial to explain why the elders 

wanted him dead. 

Abu Talib, as head of the family, insisted that his nephew was under his 

protection. That meant that if anyone attacked Muhammad, the whole 

Hashim family would counter-attack, causing a bloodbath in Mecca. So 

the elders could not touch Muhammad himself. 

Instead they decided that everyone would systematically punish the 

Muslims in his own family until they gave up Islam. This persecution 

lasted about two years; but it was a bungled operation. 
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The Quraysh were cruel to their Muslim slaves. They beat them until 

they could hardly stand up, imprisoned them in their houses, deprived 

them of food or forced them to stand in the noonday sun without water. 

Mr Stupid and his nephew Umar were willing to beat other peoples’ 

slaves as well as their own. Umar even told one girl: “I’ve only stopped 

beating you because my arm is tired!” 

Another group of Muslims who really suffered under the persecution 

were the free but poor people who had no formal protector. A poor 

swordsmith was pressed down on a fire, leaving his back permanently 

seared white. His persecutor was his own brother. A shepherd who 

stood up in the Kaaba to recite the Quran was slapped around  

until his face was swollen with bruises. A freed slave was half-drowned 

in a vat of water. 

Most of the persecuted Muslims denied their faith. If they were asked, 

“Do you worship al-Lat and al-Uzza?” they could be bullied into saying, 

“Yes.” Often they no longer knew what they were saying. Even if they 

were asked, “Is this beetle your god?” they could be forced to say, “Yes.” 

Muhammad assured the victims that denials made under torture did not 

count if they were still Muslims in their hearts. Some of them, like the 

half-drowned freedman, denied their denials; but others permanently 

abandoned their faith. 

Despite this success in forcing some low-rank Muslims to abandon 

Islam, the Quraysh were half-hearted in their persecution. They did not 

want to harm people whom they cared about, and nothing serious 

happened to anyone who had a protector. Muslims of high status had to 

endure jeers that they were fools. Merchants suffered when Mr Stupid 

organised a boycott of Muslim merchandise. Those of junior status 

within a family were locked up at home, which for Muhammad’s  

son-in-law Uthman meant literally being tied up; but the senior  

relatives usually became bored with guarding their prisoners long before  

the rebellious juniors were ready to give up Islam. And that was the  

worst of it. 
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The persecution of the Muslims. The Quraysh persecution of the lower-class Muslims was real and cruel; 
but it was probably not intended to be persecution to death, as only one Muslim was actually killed. 
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“I bring you slaughter!” This story of Muhammad’s threat to slaughter the Meccans is one of the most 
reliably recorded events of his life. The elder who grabbed his robe was Uqba, stepfather of Uthman. Uqba 
was beheaded at Muhammad’s order after the robbery at Badr. 
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Nobody dared to harm Muhammad himself, for Abu Talib had 

instructed the whole family to protect him. The most violent thing that 

ever happened to him personally was when he announced to the elders: 

“Listen! I bring you slaughter!” At this, one of them grabbed his robe, 

looking as if he might rough-handle him. Before it was clear how serious 

the scuffle would become, Abu Bakr thrust himself between them and 

fought the elder. 

Even among the slaves, it was difficult to distinguish real religious 

persecution from ordinary abuse. A black slave named Bilaal was forced 

to lie on the hot sand with a rock on his chest; but his master had done 

the same thing a few years earlier, when Bilaal was still a Christian. Islam 

had provided the latest excuse to continue the cruelty; but it did not add 

up to a real change in the way some of the slaves were treated. 

Abu Bakr stepped in and stopped most of the slave-abuse single-

handedly. He rescued Bilaal by swapping him for a larger slave. He 

similarly bought up six other Muslim slaves, and he set them all free as 

soon as he possessed them. Abu Bakr could have easily afforded to buy 

up many more slaves if he had wanted to, and so could have several 

other rich Muslims. Since they did not, they probably did not know of 

any others who were suffering serious mistreatment. 

Muhammad knew he had to move a body of Muslims away from the 

persecution before all of them gave up. At his suggestion, most of the 

free Muslims—over a hundred people—emigrated to Ethiopia to beg 

for shelter. The Emperor extended his protection over them; and they 

also found a ready market for their leather. 

The Quraysh were alarmed. They feared the Muslims were plotting with 

the Ethiopians to invade Arabia. This was not true. Muhammad had no 

desire to make himself the servant-governor of a foreign Christian 

overlord; and the Emperor of Ethiopia had too many problems at home 

to bother with invading another country. Nevertheless, a plot of 

invasion was what the situation looked like to the Quraysh. 

They sent Umar and two other men to Ethiopia to explain that the 

emigrants were dangerous rebels who needed to be sent home. 



66 Unsheathed: The Story of Muhammad 
 

 

However, the Emperor rejected the visitors’ gifts and asserted that he 

could not break a promise of protection. The Meccans returned home 

crestfallen while the Muslim colony remained in Ethiopia for several 

years, worshipping Allah in peace and safety. 

Meanwhile, a steady stream of Meccans continued to convert to Islam, 

so their numbers were no fewer. Many of these new converts were from 

the middle and upper ranks of society, so Islam was no longer associated 

only with the poor and vulnerable. Gabriel gave Muhammad a string of 

prophecies about his personal enemies, each one warning that the 

enemy was doomed to Hell. 

The persecutors overstepped the mark when they created a martyr. 

Sumayya was an ex-slave who proclaimed her faith very publicly. Her 

persecutors forced her to stand in the desert sun for hours without 

anything to drink. Although she was about seventy years old, she 

remained steadfast under torture. When Mr Stupid realised that this  

frail old woman would rather die of thirst or sunstroke than deny her 

faith, he stabbed her through the stomach with his spear. Sumayya was 

Islam’s first martyr and she was the only Muslim who died in the  

Meccan persecution. 

The Quraysh were forced to recognise that the persecution was not 

working. They had killed an elderly peasant who was no threat to anyone 

but they had not touched Muhammad himself. Now most of the 

Muslims were out of their reach in Ethiopia, alarmingly close to a 

powerful Emperor. Although some slaves and poor people had left 

Islam, their numbers had been replaced by new converts of higher status 

who could put money and social influence into Islam. The situation was 

at breaking point. 

The next convert to Islam was the man who broke it. 
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The Muslims before the Emperor Ellatsahem. Muhammad claimed, untruthfully, that Ellatsahem had 
converted to Islam; and out of gratitude for the Emperor’s protection, he forbade the Muslims to invade 
Ethiopia. After his death, his command was disobeyed, although the attempted conquest failed. 
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The murder of Sumayya. It is not certain that Mr Stupid was really the one who killed Sumayya, as the 
earliest historian mentions the murder without naming the culprit. Later it became fashionable to blame  
Mr Stupid for everything. However, nobody has a different theory about Sumayya’s death. 
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Summary 

• Muhammad announced in public that he was a prophet, but the 

Meccan polytheists laughed at him. 

• Muhammad insulted the Arabian gods; the Meccans mocked his 

preaching; and the Muslims reacted with violence. Soon there were 

fights all over the streets, and families broke up over the conflict. 

• The Quraysh became afraid that Muhammad’s gang would take over 

the city. They began a campaign of harassing the lower-class 

Muslims. Some were tortured, and one was killed. 

• Muhammad was safe because he was under the protection of his 

uncle Abu Talib. 
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The conversion of Umar.  Umar’s role in the Islamic story echoes St Paul’s in Christianity.  A relative described 
Umar: “When he walked, he was swift; when he talked, he was loud; and when he beat, it was painful.” 



 

 

5 

The Satanic Verses 
August 616—September 619 

As Muhammad left the Kaaba one night, he heard footsteps behind him. 

Someone tall and strong was following him home. He expected trouble, 

for the man about to overtake him was the violent and hostile Umar. 

To his astonishment, Umar told him, “I want to become a Muslim.” 

Nobody knows what they said to each other or how Umar convinced 

Muhammad that he was sincere. Umar’s problem was that so many 

members of his father’s family had converted to Islam that he was about 

to lose control of them unless he too became a Muslim. Umar could be 

useful to Muhammad. He was very clever. He was a champion wrestler 

who frightened people. He had a lot of money and he was willing to 

spend it all for Islam. He might even neutralise the hostile family of Mr 

Stupid, who was his mother’s brother. In fact, with Umar on his side, 

Muhammad really might be able to take over the Kaaba. 

The next day Umar knocked on the door of the house where the 

Muslims had gathered. Muhammad stood in front of their nervous 

audience to greet his new ally. Umar laughed as he announced: “O 

Allah’s Messenger, I have come to you to believe in Allah and His 

Messenger and His divine message.” 

After making his declaration of faith before the Muslims, Umar marched 

out to the Kaaba and shouted it to the whole city. The Quraysh arose to 

attack him, and Umar beat them off for hours. He kept grabbing at 

prominent citizens and wrestling them down, tirelessly beating and 

being beaten. The fight lasted until noon. 

From that day onward, Umar was the best friend of Muhammad and 

Abu Bakr. The three of them were always together. Nobody dared attack 

a Muslim after Umar became their protector. 
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It was an emergency for the Quraysh. The elders met at the town hall 

opposite the Kaaba and laid a plan. They decided that the Hashim must 

deliver Muhammad to be killed. Until they did, the whole Hashim 

family, including its non-Muslims, was boycotted. Nobody would trade, 

marry or socialise with them. They had no protection against assault or 

robbery if they moved out of one designated safety area. The elders 

wrote out their order and posted it in the middle of the Kaaba. 

The safety area was a mountain pass on the eastern edge of Mecca. Its 

only entrance was so narrow that it could be constantly guarded. Abu 

Talib gathered the family, which had about four hundred members, and 

led them through the entrance. Once the guard was posted, the Hashim 

were safe but trapped between the cliffs. 

Uncle Redface, who had disowned the Hashim and joined the Quraysh, 

rejoiced, “Al-Lat and al-Uzza have won!” 

Muhammad’s family camped in the gorge while the Quraysh enforced 

their boycott. They refused to sell or give to the Hashim. If merchants 

from another tribe arrived in Mecca, the Quraysh raced to buy up all the 

supplies, even if they had to buy on credit. 

The Hashim family depended on a few smugglers who were willing to 

deceive the Quraysh. One merchant used to load his camel with food 

and lead it to the gorge by night. At the entry he used to whack its side 

so that it would squeeze through the gateway with its delivery. 

Since the Hashim had no way of earning money to pay for this food, 

they had to spend all their savings. Khadija invested all her wealth in 

supporting the Muslim community. As she was not a member of the 

Hashim family, she was technically still allowed to trade. 

Abu Talib still worried about Muhammad’s safety. He made sure that 

his nephew never slept in his own bed. Every night a different man 

changed places with him so that, if an assassin broke through the 

gateway in the dark, the wrong man would be murdered. 

Gabriel continued to bring Allah’s messages to Muhammad. He urged 

the Muslims not to give up. 



The Satanic Verses 73 
 

 

 

Muhammad’s family under boycott. “Whoever has heavy scales will be successful; whoever has light scales 
will be lost and live in Hell forever. The fire will burn their faces while their mouths twist.” (Q23:102-104) 
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The Islamic idea of Heaven. Some traditions promise that a Muslim will have seventy wives in Heaven. 
The Arabs often said “seventy” as we say “a hundred,” not meaning a precise number but simply “many”. 
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Successful indeed are the believers … 

who are givers of poor-rate, 

and who guard their private parts … 

who are keepers of their trusts and their covenant, 

and those who keep a guard on their prayers; 

these are they who are the heirs, 

who shall inherit the Paradise; they shall abide therein.  

(Q23:1, 4-5, 8-11) 

Muhammad reminded his faithful followers of the glories of Heaven. 

“Allah will be there, and He will never be angry with you again. You will 

live forever and never become sick but will always be thirty years old. 

Your clothes will never wear out and you will have combs and dishes of 

gold and silver. You will eat and drink, but you will never urinate, 

defecate, salivate or nose-drip. You will have no quarrels or enmity.” 

How happy are the companions of the right hand, 

amid thornless lote-trees and banana-trees, one above another, 

and extended shade and water flowing constantly, 

and abundant fruit, neither intercepted nor forbidden, 

and exalted thrones. 

(Q56:27-34) 

“The lote-tree is so large,” Muhammad said, “that you can ride a 

hundred years in its shade without passing it. In it are golden  

butterflies and golden dates. There are rivers flowing with water, honey, 

milk or wine.” 

He also promised: “Nobody will be single in Heaven. You will keep any 

wives that you had on earth, and every man will also have two heavenly 

brides.” These brides would be beautiful virgins with wide, dark eyes 

and rounded breasts, the marrow of their bones visible through their 

shimmering pale flesh. 

… those who restrained their eyes; 

… as though they were rubies and pearls ... 

In them are goodly things, beautiful ones. 

Pure ones confined to the pavilions. 
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Man has not touched them before them nor jinni. 

Reclining on green cushions and beautiful carpets. 

(Q55:56, 58, 70, 72, 74, 76) 

These gorgeous maidens would welcome Muslim men to everlasting 

sex-parties, and each man would have a hundred times the sexual 

stamina of earth. However, there was no need to worry about jealousy 

between the women. “You will live in a pavilion made of a hollow pearl, 

sixty miles wide and high. No wife will see the women in the other 

corners or even notice you moving around from one to another.” 

By this time Khadija was in her late forties and not as beautiful as she 

had been. Muhammad spoke often of the dark-eyed heavenly brides; yet 

Khadija calmly wished him joy with his new wives and never indicated 

that this kind of talk bothered her. Muhammad continued to confide his 

discouragements in her, and she was quick to comfort him. 

“There have been many perfect men,” he said, “but only four perfect 

women. They are Queen Asiya of Egypt, the Virgin Mary, my wife 

Khadija and our daughter Fatima.” 

He spoke even more about Hell than Heaven. Dead sinners did  

not lie quietly in their graves. They were squeezed and tormented there 

until Rising Day. Only a virtuous Muslim had any hope of escaping  

this punishment. 

On Rising Day, all people would be lifted out of their graves to meet 

Allah. The path from earth to Heaven was a hair-fine, sword-sharp, 

slippery bridge that stretched over Hell. Angels would guide a virtuous 

Muslim across, but the unbelievers would fall into the pit of fire below. 

How wretched are those of the left hand! 

In hot wind and boiling water, 

and the shade of black smoke, 

neither cool nor honourable. 

(Q56:41b-44) 

“The fire of Hell,” Muhammad warned, “is seventy times as hot as 

earthly fire. Even the best person in Hell will stand on two glowing coals. 
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The Islamic idea of Hell. Muhammad promised that his kindly uncle Abu Talib would go to the shallowest 
part of Hell, where the flames would only reach his ankle, but even this would be hot enough to boil his brain. 
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The family starves. There is a legend that at this time Muhammad performed a great miracle: he split the 
moon into two halves. However, this tale is not mentioned in the Quran or early histories; the first written 
record of it was 250 years after Muhammad’s death. The Quran says that Muhammad did no miracles. 
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Hellfire is like boiling oil that the sinner will be forced to drink. When it 

comes near him, it will melt his face, and his skin will fall off into it. It 

will be poured over his head and sink into his insides. It will slice through 

his inside organs, and they will trickle out of his anus and pour over his 

feet and melt away. Then he will be put back together again, and it will 

happen all over again.” 

The Hashim family was forced to live in the mountain pass for three 

years. They did not dare leave the gorge for eight months of the year. 

Only during the four sacred months, when all bloodshed was forbidden 

throughout Arabia, was it safe to emerge. 

In the third year, Khadija’s money ran out. Now that they had no way 

to buy food, the boycott could achieve its aim of starving them. 

They became hungry. People in Mecca, living on the cliffs on either side, 

could hear the screams of the starving children arising from the gorge. 

One man was so desperate that he washed a dirty piece of camel-skin, 

baked it, crushed it between two stones and then ate it dry, forced down 

with a drink of water. He had no more food for the next three days. 

At this weak point, the Quraysh elders once again tried to negotiate with 

Muhammad. The chief of Mecca approached him at the Kaaba and 

made him an offer.  

“Muhammad,” he said, “let’s combine our religions. We will worship 

Allah, and you can worship our gods. Whichever religion turns out to 

be better, everyone will share in its goodness.” 

“I don’t want that,” Muhammad replied. “If that’s the condition, keep 

your religion to yourselves, and I’ll keep mine.” 

Gabriel confirmed his decision with a new prophecy. 

Say: O unbelievers! 

I do not serve that which you serve, 

nor do you serve Him Whom I serve … 

you shall have your religion and I shall have my religion. 

(Q109:1-3, 6) 
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At the same time, Muhammad knew that he could not leave his family 

starving in the gorge forever. Since the elders were in a mood to make 

peace, he could exploit this to end the boycott. 

Soon he was once again standing on the steps of the Kaaba to recite 

Gabriel’s latest message. The crowds listened silently, and their ears 

pricked up as he reached the words: 

Have you thought of al-Lat and al-Uzza 

and Manat the third, the other? 

these are the exalted Flying Ones 

whose intercession is approved. 

The polytheists were very impressed by these words and they  

repeated them eagerly. They were overjoyed that Muhammad was 

permitting the worship of three of their major goddesses. When 

Muhammad ended his recitation by bowing to the ground, all the 

polytheists bowed down alongside the Muslims—even though bowing 

was not part of their religion. 

In the emotion of the moment, none of the Muslims noticed how the 

new revelation approved of multiple gods. They exclaimed, “We will 

serve the Flying Ones so that They may bring us near to Allah,” not 

suspecting any mistake or wrong idea. 

After this united act of shared worship, several of the polytheists wanted 

to end the boycott. Five elders formed an alliance and addressed the 

council. They argued that it was wrong to leave a Quraysh family to 

starve now that Muhammad had agreed to respect their goddesses. Mr 

Stupid opposed the motion, but he was outvoted. The Quraysh ripped 

up the deed of boycott.  

They escorted the Hashim family back to their homes in Mecca. 
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The Satanic Verses. Al-Uzza, the special protector of Mecca, had a lynx as her familiar, while al-Lat, patron 
of Taif, had a gazelle. Manat, guardian of Medina, was the goddess of death and destiny. 
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Why the Polytheists did not believe Muhammad 
 

❖ Muhammad’s claim to be Allah’s 
messenger was basically a claim that he 
should be chief of Mecca. The citizens 
were happy with their existing leaders 
and they did not want Muhammad to be 
their chief.  

❖ The idea of making all the gods into one 
God felt like a blasphemy to the 
rejected gods.  

❖ The Arabian religion did not have 
prophets. Anyone who claimed to 
speak for the gods appeared a little 
strange. 

❖ The Arabs did not believe in an afterlife. 
Muhammad’s stories of Heaven and 
Hell sounded like fairy-tales. 

❖ Muhammad’s warnings of terrible 
punishments for his enemies (but never 
for his friends) seemed too convenient 
to be taken seriously.  

❖ Yet Muhammad provided no evidence 
for all these new ideas. Nobody else saw 
the angel; he performed no miracles; 
and his only testable prediction did not 
come true.  

❖ Muhammad made the polytheists angry 
by insulting them, their ancestors and 
their gods. 

❖ Muhammad’s new religion caused 
violence and conflict. The polytheists 
did not believe that anything good could 
come of it. 

Why don’t you bring the angels 
to us if you’re telling the truth? 
. . . Why don’t we see our Lord? 
(Q15:27; 25:21) 
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Summary 

• Umar—a strong, clever and wealthy bully—converted to Islam. This 

made Muhammad much more powerful. 

• The Quraysh became afraid that Muhammad would succeed in 

controlling Mecca. They tried to kill him by declaring a boycott 

against the whole Hashim family. 

• The boycott lasted for three years. The Hashim had to shelter in a 

mountain gorge on the edge of Mecca, where they were hungry. 

• Muhammad continued to prophesy about Heaven, Hell and curses 

on his enemies. 

• When he encouraged worship of three of the Arabian goddesses, the 

Quraysh lifted the boycott. 
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Gabriel’s retraction. Muhammad confessed that he had not noticed the difference between Gabriel and 
Satan. In that case, how could anyone know that any of his other prophecies were not also from Satan? 



 

 

6 

Sorrows and Strife 
September 619—September 622 

Muhammad had no intention of worshipping al-Lat, al-Uzza and Manat 

forever. His next task was to restore Islam to being a one-God religion. 

“I am shocked by my mistake!” he told the Muslims. “Gabriel told me 

that I have prophesied something that he did not bring from Allah. It 

was Satan who put those words in my mouth! This is what Allah was 

really saying: 

Have you thought of al-Lat and al-Uzza 

and Manat the third, the other? 

Are yours the males and His the females? 

That were indeed an unfair division!” (Q53:19-22) 

Allah had only mentioned the three goddesses because He was  

mocking Them. Why would Allah have daughters when mere humans 

could have sons? 

The Muslims accepted Muhammad’s confession of error; but the 

polytheists felt cheated. “He has taken back his words about the 

relationship between our gods and Allah, and now he is saying 

something else!” They believed he had invented the false prophecy only 

to persuade them to cancel the boycott. 

Whenever Muhammad passed polytheists in the street, they mocked 

him by sneering, “These are the exalted Flying Ones! Their intercession 

is approved!” 

Against this background rumble of low-level tension, Khadija became 

ill. Muhammad comforted her last hours with the reminder that Allah 

had promised her a jewelled palace in Heaven. He told her to take his 

best wishes to his dark-eyed brides, her heavenly co-wives. She died in 

April 620. 
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Muhammad was so distressed over Khadija’s death that his friends 

feared he would die of grief. He never forgot her; for the rest of his life 

he spoke of her warmly and often. 

Despite this, he remarried within three weeks. This time around he did 

not intend to restrict himself to only one woman. First he married a 

middle-aged widow. A few days later, he also married Abu Bakr’s 

daughter Aïsha. For the time being, however, Aïsha remained in her 

father’s house and did not even know that she was married, for she was 

only six years old. 

Muhammad’s Uncle Abu Talib, who was nearly eighty, died in May. He 

remained a polytheist to his last breath. 

Abu Talib’s death was a catastrophe for Muhammad, for he had lost his 

protector. Now Uncle Redface was head of the family. Since he lived 

next door, his harassment was constant. He used to tip out his dustbins 

on Muhammad’s doorstep. Once he threw a sheep’s uterus at his head 

and another time he threw one in his cooking-pot. 

Soon the harassment spread to other citizens. A bypasser in the  

street threw dust on Muhammad’s head. When he bowed down at the 

Kaaba, Mr Stupid persuaded a friend to shove camel entrails on his back. 

His daughter Fatima arrived on the scene to find a group of elders 

hooting with laughter over her father’s discomfort. She cursed  

the guilty men as she cleaned up the mess while Muhammad prayed to 

Allah to destroy them. 

Eventually an elder named Mutim agreed to protect Muhammad, and 

the harassment stopped. 

It was too late. Muhammad had not forgiven the city for the three  

years of boycott. He began a search for allies who would help him fight 

the Quraysh. 

He made the rounds of all the trade-fairs in the neighbouring cities. He 

made the same offer of alliance to every major tribe: the Abs, the Bakka, 

the Fazara, the Ghassan, the Harith of Yemen, the Hadarima, the 

Hanifa, the Kaab, the Kalb, the Kinda, the Muharib, the Murra, the 

Nadir, the Sulaym, the Thaqif and the Udhra. 
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Mr Stupid’s prank. It is said that Muhammad later killed all seven of the men who were involved in this 
prank; however, some of their identifies are unknown. 
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The night journey. Muhammad’s wife Aïsha later said that the fabulous journey had only been a dream. 
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He was always tagged by Uncle Redface, elegant in his striped  

cloak, who kept interrupting: “Ignore this liar! He just wants you to 

dump al-Lat and al-Uzza for his false new religion. Don’t listen!”  

Most people then responded, “If your own family don’t believe in you, 

why should we?” 

The only people who showed any interest were six men from Medina. 

Their Jewish neighbours had warned them that a prophet was coming, 

so Muhammad’s story sounded convincing. Six men were not enough 

to start a war; but they returned to Medina to tell their friends that the 

Jews’ prophet had arrived. 

Between trade-fairs, Muhammad started up a new business providing 

secure storage for other people’s valuables. It was modestly successful 

because the Quraysh knew how particular he was about being honest 

with property. At the same time, this passive income gave him free time 

to plot against the very people who were paying him—and they knew it. 

One morning Muhammad stood up in front of the Kaaba and 

announced that he had travelled to Jerusalem and back during the night. 

“The angel Gabriel awoke me,” he said, “and brought me a white, 

winged, long-eared mule named Flash. I mounted him, and each step 

that he took travelled as far as they eye could see. Gabriel flew beside us 

as we sped away to Jerusalem. A host of prophets were gathered there: 

Abraham, Moses, Jesus and others. They told me: ‘We were all 

commissioned to testify that Allah is One.’ Then I led them all in prayer 

at the temple. 

“After I had finished my business in Jerusalem,” he continued, “a fine 

ladder was brought. Gabriel and I climbed it together and we reached 

the gate of Heaven. 

“There I saw an unsmiling angel who removed the covering of Hell. The 

flames of Hellfire blazed high into the air and filled the space. Through 

the flames I glimpsed some of the damned. I saw camel-mouthed men 

who had stolen the property of orphans; they kept thrusting blocks of 

fire into their mouths and then excreting them from their rear-ends. I 
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saw loan-sharks with stomachs as large as houses who were being 

endlessly trampled by thirsty camels. I saw adulterous men being forced 

to eat rotten meat. I saw adulteresses hanging by their breasts because 

they had tricked their husbands into providing for other men’s children. 

I was so afraid that the flames would burn up everything that I asked the 

angel to replace the cover of Hell. 

“Then Gabriel took me up through the levels of Heaven. At the  

seventh Heaven, Allah’s voice told me that the Muslims must pray  

fifty times a day. Fortunately, Moses took pity on you and persuaded 

Allah to reduce the number of daily prayers to five. After this Gabriel 

took me even further into Heaven, where I saw the famous lote-tree 

growing among pearl pavilions. I even saw one of the dark-eyed 

heavenly brides, a maiden with crimson lips, who told me that she 

belonged to my son Zayd.” 

The Quraysh laughed at this story. Muhammad found that he had gone 

too far. Although most of his followers were poor people who accepted 

whatever he said, even they doubted that he had really made the Night 

Journey. Gabriel told them that Allah had organised the Night Journey 

as a test to prove who had real faith. Despite this, many of his followers 

were undeceived. They abandoned Islam forever. 

At exactly this point, when it seemed that Muhammad’s mission was 

self-destructing, his new friends from Medina reappeared. The original 

six had managed to convert six of their neighbours. The twelve men met 

Muhammad at Aqaba Gully and swore to take him as their chief. They 

agreed to become Muslims and to obey him in “anything right,” and 

Muhammad promised in return that they would go to Heaven. 

Twelve men were still not enough to start a war against the Quraysh; but 

Muhammad knew by now that he would not receive a better offer from 

any other tribe. So he committed himself to a future in Medina. 

He sent a Muslim who was a good speaker to Medina to teach the 

Quran. The new converts there turned out to be very enthusiastic. They 

told all their neighbours about Islam and they made more converts all 

over the city. 
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The Abs, Fazara and Murra were clans of the Ghatafan tribe 
(see chapters 9-14). The Bakka and the Kaab were related to 
the Kilab (chapters 10-13). See chapter 12 for the Ghassan, 
Hanifa and Kalb tribes and chapters 15-16 for the Kinda and 
other tribes of Yemen. 

Arabia in Muhammad’s Time 
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The Second Pledge of Aqaba. Seventy-five Medinans swore to fight to the death for Muhammad. At least 
twenty-one of them were eventually killed while fighting for the Muslim army. 
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Muhammad knew that he would need the Jews of Medina to recognise 

him as a prophet, so Gabriel announced that Muslims were forbidden 

to eat pork. 

His latest revelations were stories about prophets. Noah laughed at the 

drowned sinners. Allah instructed Job to beat his wife with a green twig. 

Abraham knocked over the idols of Ur, and the idolaters threatened to 

burn him in a furnace. It was in response to Moses’ preaching that 

Pharaoh commanded the murder of the Israelite babies; and the same 

Pharaoh commanded Haman to build him a sky-high tower so that he 

could look at Moses’ god. In a word, anything that Muhammad had not 

made up out of his own imagination came from the Talmud, not the 

Bible. Muhammad never understood the difference. 

At the next pilgrimage season, the visitors included 75 newly-converted 

Muslims from Medina. Late in the night they crept out to meet with 

Muhammad in Aqaba Gully. 

“Allah has given me permission to fight our persecutors,” he 

announced. “Therefore swear first loyalty to me and vow to protect me 

like your own women and children.” 

“We agree to this,” they replied, “although it may cost us our lives and 

all our possessions. What will we gain in return?” 

“Heaven!” 

One by one they struck Muhammad’s hand and recited: “We commit 

ourselves to war against all and sundry for Allah and His Messenger. We 

will protect thee as we protect our women. We promise complete 

obedience to thee.” 

As soon as they had all promised, a voice from the top of the gully 

shrieked: “Listen, people of Mecca! This villain and his converts have 

declared war on you!” 

The spy was never identified; but, sure enough, the Quraysh elders  

knew by dawn that Muhammad had declared war on them. With  

his plot exposed, Muhammad told the Muslims: “It’s time to emigrate 

to Medina.” 
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Over that summer, family by family, they sold up their assets and set out 

in groups. They left quietly, but of course people noticed that over eighty 

Muslim men, plus women and children, had disappeared. Some of the 

Quraysh had to lock up their young men to prevent them from escaping. 

The elders called a secret meeting to which they did not invite Uncle 

Redface or Mutim. There they decided to kill Muhammad. They would 

surround his house that night, and one man from each family would 

strike a blow. That way no individual or family could be blamed or 

forced to pay blood-money. 

Muhammad had spies everywhere, and he heard about the plot. He told 

his young cousin Ali to wear his green cloak and sleep in his bed, then 

he hurried off to Abu Bakr’s house. 

“Allah has given us permission to emigrate,” he announced. “We’ll  

go together!” 

They climbed out of Abu Bakr’s back window and scrambled down the 

mountains to a remote, hidden cave. 

That evening the assassins met around Muhammad’s house. They 

peeked through the cracks in the door and saw him lying in bed. 

Scrupulous over not attacking a man in his sleep, they determined to 

spring on him first thing in the morning. At dawn the sleeper awoke and 

threw the green cloak aside. The assassins saw that he was Ali. 

Muhammad had escaped. 
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The plot against Muhammad’s life. Of the fourteen ringleaders, Muhammad later killed eleven and forced 
two more to convert to Islam. The last converted voluntarily. None remained a polytheist yet escaped alive. 
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The flight to Medina. Recent research suggests that the traditional map of Arabia is wrong and that the 
city now called “Mecca” did not exist in Muhammad’s lifetime. His home city was more likely in the area 
near Petra (modern Jordan), making his escape to Medina a southward journey. 
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Summary 

• Muhammad took back his prophecy about the three goddesses and 

admitted that it had come from Satan. This made him very unpopular 

in Mecca. 

• Khadija died. 

• Uncle Abu Talib also died, leaving Muhammad without a protector 

among unsympathetic neighbours. He later found a new protector 

called Mutim. 

• Muhammad claimed that he had made a miraculous journey on a 

flying mule to Jerusalem and then to Heaven. 

• He tried to form military alliances with various neighbouring tribes. 

Eventually some people from Medina agreed to convert to Islam and 

to help him fight the Meccans. 

• When the Quraysh heard about this, they plotted to kill him. 

• Muhammad escaped the assassins and fled from Mecca. 
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The call to Friday prayers. “Allah is greater! Allah is greater! I testify that there is no god but Allah and I testify that 
Muhammad is Allah’s messenger. Hurry to prayers. Hurry to success. Allah is greater! There is no god but Allah.” 
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The Flight to Medina 
September 622—April 623 

Muhammad and Abu Bakr hid in the cave for three nights while the 

Meccans hunted high and low for them. After the Quraysh gave up their 

search, the two men began their real journey. 

Abu Bakr sold Muhammad a luxury camel named Slit-Ear. A hired 

nomad guide led them through the lowland and cross-country route 

along the minor tracks northward. This round-about journey took eight 

nights. They reached the outskirts of Medina just before noon on  

27 September 622. 

Muslims ran out of their houses to greet their new Prophet, shouting, 

“Allah is greater!” and, “It’s Allah’s Messenger! He has come,  

he has come!” 

On the first day Muhammad bought a field and said that they must build 

a temple (called a mosque). It would not just be their worship-place but 

also the court of justice, the political centre, the community hub and 

Muhammad’s home. 

The Muslims baked bricks and built a two-metre wall around a courtyard 

about 30 metres (33 yards) square. Over the north end they made a roof 

of unthatched palm-branches to shelter the preaching area. The rest was 

open to the sky. Along the east wall they built huts for Muhammad’s 

wife and daughters. Abu Bakr built himself a house in the west wall. 

Muhammad gave other wall-spaces and then the surrounding fields to 

all the Muslims who had fled to Medina with him. 

In this new village, Muhammad, now aged 51, was the chief. Islam was 

no longer a persecuted minority but the whole village. Five times a day 

the thin black Bilaal called, “Allah is greater! Come to prayer!” to summon 

the Muslims. At his call, hundreds of people gathered in the mosque. At 

the Friday midday prayers Muhammad also delivered Gabriel’s latest 

prophecies or preached a sermon.  
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One of the first new prophecies was about prophecy itself. 

Whatever communications We abrogate or cause to be 

forgotten, We bring one better than it or like it. Do you not 

know that Allah has power over all things? (Q2:106) 

Muhammad was preparing the Muslims to expect new rules for their 

new circumstances. If a new rule disagreed with an old one, then the old 

one had been cancelled and could be forgotten. 

Allah’s laws were called the sharia, which means “pathway”. They shaped 

the lifestyle of every Muslim. Muhammad was always talking about what 

was allowed (halal), forbidden (haram) or compulsory (fard). Some of his 

laws confirmed existing Arab customs; others ended them; and others 

were new. The process of shaping the sharia continued until he died. 

After Muhammad’s flight from Mecca, the Meccans did no harm  

to any member of his family. He was able to bring them to Medina 

within weeks. 

Three groups of people lived in Medina: the Lion tribe, the Wolf tribe 

and the Jews. The Lions and Wolves, who were both polytheists, had 

been bitter enemies for 120 years; but most of them were tired of 

distrusting one another. The arrival of Muhammad gave many of them 

the excuse to forget their quarrel and unite to fight Muhammad’s 

enemies instead. That was one reason why so many of them converted 

to Islam so quickly. 

These new converts, known as Comrades, were very generous to the 

Meccans and very eager to learn about Islam. However, the Comrades 

were never quite as important as Muhammad’s original supporters from 

Mecca, known as Immigrants. 

Muhammad had two problems. The first was poverty. Rich men like 

Abu Bakr, Umar and Uthman, who had brought their money with them, 

were able to return to trade quickly; but the poor Muslims were still 

poor. Worse, their old skills were not suited to the new culture, culture, 

for Medina, being a cool, damp oasis, was a farming community. The 

Muslims had to accept the most basic labour. That winter Ali was so  
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The People of Medina 
April 623 

Unlike Mecca, Medina did not have one dominant tribe.  Three different 
groups lived there, each with its own leaders, middle classes, labourers 
and slaves.  Each tribe had divisions (clans) and sub-divisions.  The 
Muslim immigrants from Mecca made a tiny fourth group. 

The most important chief in Medina was Abdullah Lion, head of the 
Aowf family.  The other chiefs nearly crowned him king of the whole 
city; but they abandoned this plan when Muhammad arrived.  Abdallah 
never trusted Muhammad.  The most important Wolf chief was Saad, 
head of the Nabit family.  Saad became a Muslim and was always loyal 
to Muhammad. 
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Muhammad debates with the Jews. The Jews told Muhammad that he could not convince them unless 
he produced a message that they recognised as consistent with the Bible. He failed to do so. 
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hungry that he drew sixteen buckets of water for a neighbouring farmer, 

who paid him one date per bucket. Some of the Comrades leased out 

sections of their farms in exchange for half the produce so that the 

Immigrants could work on them and take the other half. It would be 

many months before the Immigrants were a self-sufficient community. 

Muhammad second great problem was that, outside his own little village, 

the Muslims were still a minority in the rest of Medina. Most of the Lions 

and Wolves were still polytheists. They and almost all the Jews were 

neutral toward him. They had no reason to declare war on Mecca. 

The most important Wolf chief, Saad, had converted to Islam; but the 

most important Lion chief, Abdallah, was not interested. When 

Muhammad barged into Abdallah Lion’s garden to urge him to become 

a Muslim, Abdallah only said: “Your story sounds very fine, but it isn’t 

true. Save your preaching for people who approach you; don’t invade 

other people’s privacy with talk that they don’t want to hear.” Without 

Abdallah Lion’s support, it would be impossible to persuade other 

polytheists to join the fight. 

Even more disappointing was the lack of support from the Jews. 

Muhammad had expected them to acknowledge him as a prophet. Yet 

the more he spoke about his mission, the more the Jews realised that he 

knew nothing at all about their God. A Jewish chief named Huayy 

concluded that Muhammad was a false prophet, and he advised his 

family: “We must oppose him as long as we live.” 

Muhammad worked for several months on winning the support  

of the Jews. He visited their schools to explain that he followed the 

religion of Abraham and that he was the Prophet foretold in their holy 

book, the Torah. 

Of course, he had not read the Torah, and he was no match for the 

Jewish scholars. He could not even recite the Ten Commandments, and 

he did not know that Solomon and Jesus were not supposed to be 

prophets. When the Jews tried to explain their faith, their message 

sounded so different from Muhammad’s that he accused them of 

hiding relevant verses, twisting their tongues, confusing truth and lies 
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and deceiving their congregations. If he did not know an answer to 

their questions, he accused them of hatred and spite. Gabriel gave him 

messages that they would go to Hell. 

Soon the Jews were teasing him. They challenged him to perform 

miracles. They asked silly questions such as: “When is the world going 

to end? Who created Allah? What shape is His arm?” Muhammad 

responded by flushing crimson and rushing at the Jews with un-

prophet-like rage. 

The Jews warned their polytheist friends: “Muhammad is not the 

prophet we told you about. He has not brought us anything that  

we recognise.” 

Muhammad understood that he would not take control of Medina 

quickly. The Muslims, Jews and polytheists would need a formal 

agreement over how they would all live together. Muhammad sat  

down with the chiefs and they drew up a contract that applied to the 

whole city. 

The Contract of Medina 

5. All citizens of Medina are allies. 

6. Medinans help each other against enemies from outside. 

7. Nobody in Medina shows friendship to the Quraysh. 

8. Each tribe and each family pays for its own expenses. 

9. Freedom of religion is guaranteed to everyone. 

10. Unresolved disputes are referred to Muhammad. 

11. This contract cannot be used as an excuse to protect 

criminals from the consequences of their crimes. 

In April one of the Lion chiefs died without any sons. Since most of his 

sub-tribe had become Muslims, they came to Muhammad saying: “Our 

leader has died, so appoint a new leader over us.” 
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The contract of Medina. This contract was Islam’s first state constitution. Muhammad broke it as soon as 
it was no longer useful to him, which took less than eighteen months. 
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Muhammad weds Aïsha. Like all well brought-up Arab girls of her time, Aïsha was an FGM victim. 
Muhammad said that FGM was natural, so the custom continued under Islam. 
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Muhammad at once appointed himself. This made his status as one of 

Medina’s chiefs official. To strengthen his position, he proposed 

marriage to the dead chief’s sister-in-law. 

Perhaps Abu Bakr was worried that these new allies might push him out 

of the Prophet’s inner circle. He decided to assert his own alliance with 

Muhammad. He approached his friend and asked, “Wouldn’t you like 

to consummate your marriage with my daughter Aïsha now?” 

Muhammad was quite willing. Aïsha was slim with a fair, rosy,  

pretty face. It did not bother him that she was only nine and a quarter 

years old.. 

She was playing on a swing when her mother called her indoors and 

delivered her to her new house in the opposite wall of the mosque. When 

Comrade women greeted her at the door, wishing her, “Blessings and 

good luck!” Aïsha realised that this must be her wedding day. The 

women washed and perfumed her, combed her hair and dressed her up 

in a red-striped gown and veil. She could not guess who her bridegroom 

might be, and it was a surprise when Muhammad walked in. The women 

glided out of the house, for no celebration party had been planned. 

Aïsha said she was not afraid when she found herself alone with 

Muhammad, who took her in his arms and consummated the marriage. 

Aïsha had not started to menstruate and she could not cook. She 

brought her dolls into her new home and played with them for years 

afterwards. Once she provoked her co-wife into a food-fight. 

Muhammad had to remind her to treat her camel gently. She was strong-

willed and highly intelligent with a fiery temper. 

As it happened, Muhammad did not marry the Comrade girl, for she 

refused his proposal. Many Medinan women were too proud to share a 

husband with other wives, and Muhammad never married any of them. 

Nevertheless, he continued to acquire wives and sex-slaves from other 

tribes for the rest of his life. Sixteen additional women were destined to 

enter his household. 
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Aïsha remained his favourite. Long after his death, she was to say, 

“None of his wives was more fortunate than I was!”  

Their lifestyle was simple. “Be careful,” said Muhammad, “of copying 

wealthy people!” Aïsha’s hut was built of mud-bricks with a palm-leaf 

roof; indoor walls of palm branches divided it into rooms. There were 

no indoor toilets, for, as Aïsha said, “We loathe and hate them.” They 

had no lamp and no spare oil for burning in one. There was only one 

rough blanket on their bed. They did not buy new clothes if they had 

old ones that they could mend. Muhammad patched his own sandals 

and milked their goats himself. They rarely ate meat; they did not even 

eat barley bread for more than three days in a row, and sometimes they 

had nothing but dates for a month on end. 

Despite their poverty, they were generous in charity. Muhammad taught: 

“The poor will enter Heaven forty years before the rich. Do not turn 

away a poor man, even if all you can give is half a date.” 

Homeless people often gathered in the mosque courtyard to beg. A 

stone platform was built for them, roofed over with palm branches. 

Some of the beggars sat on The Bench so regularly—or even slept on it 

by night—that it became their home. Sometimes they tied stones to their 

stomachs to relieve the hunger-pangs. Muhammad once tied his own 

stomach to two stones. One starving beggar was found in a faint right 

outside Muhammad’s front door. 

Muhammad’s wives and daughters distributed food to the people on 

The Bench every day. Aïsha once gave away her only loaf of bread. 

Another time she gave her last date to a widow, who broke it in half for 

her two young children. A beggar was only ever refused food if the 

larders of Muhammad’s family were exhausted. 
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Alms at the mosque. Helping the poor and showing hospitality to everyone were traditional Arab virtues 
and they continued under Islam. Since Allah did not reward helping non-Muslims, this was optional.. 
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Note 1. Each house-building was about 5m wide and 4m deep 
and had a similarly-sized back garden. The ceilings were only 
about 2m high. 

Note 2. Haritha was the original owner of all the land along 
the eastern wall of the mosque. As Muhammad needed more 
and more huts for his family, Haritha kept donating his 
current house to Muhammad and building a new house next 
door for his own family. 

Note 3. Muslims considered the north and west walls of the 
mosque to be prime real estate and they competed to build 
their houses there. 

Plan of the Mosque in Medina 
April 623 
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Summary 

• Muhammad settled in Medina. His new neighbours included Jews, 
polytheists from the Lion and Wolf tribes, new converts to Islam 
from both Lion and Wolf backgrounds (“Comrades”) and his 
Muslim friends from Mecca (“Immigrants”). The Muslims regarded 
him as their tribal chief as well as their prophet. 

• He built a mosque, which was his home, his teaching centre and the 
base of his political operations. His lifestyle there was modest, and he 
was generous in charity to the poor. 

• Muhammad and his new neighbours signed the Contract of Medina, 
in which they agreed to cooperate. 

• He debated with the Jews of Medina but failed to convince them that 
he was their long-foretold Prophet. 

• The Muslims needed money. 

• Muhammad married Aïsha, the daughter of Abu Bakr, who was only 
nine. Although he later acquired several additional wives, Aïsha 
remained his favourite. 
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The stoning of the adulterers. Although the Bible sentences adulterers to be stoned (Deuteronomy 22:23-24), there is an escape 
clause (Numbers 35:31). The Jews had not actually stoned any adulterers for over a thousand years before Muhammad’s time. 



 

 

8 

The Great Robbery at Badr 
April 623—March 624 

Muhammad’s relationship with the Jews of Medina quickly became 

hostile. One reason was that Muhammad was always asking for money. 

The Jewish chief Huayy and his friends went around the Lions and 

Wolves warning them not to give him anything. “You’ll lose your 

money. And you don’t know where that money is going.” One Jewish 

teacher said that Allah must be poor because He kept begging. Abu Bakr 

slapped the teacher’s face and threatened to cut off his head. 

Then a Jewish couple was found guilty of adultery. The Jews punished 

adultery by whipping the guilty pair, blackening their faces and parading 

them around the town mounted backwards on donkeys. This couple 

expected Muhammad to be less strict, so they referred their case to him. 

Instead, he sentenced them to be stoned. The adulterers were dragged 

out to the gate of the mosque, where the Muslims hurled rocks at them 

until they were killed. 

The Jews’ warnings that Muhammad was not a prophet were affecting 

the Comrades. Several of the Lions and Wolves now admitted that they 

still believed in the old Arabian gods and regretted that they had been 

so quick to accept Muhammad’s political leadership. Abdallah the Lion 

chief was still a stubborn polytheist, which placed him at the centre of 

the unbelievers. 

At the same time,  Muhammad’s official enemy was invisible. The 

Muslims had sworn to support Muhammad in his war against the 

Quraysh. Yet the Quraysh were making no attempt to fight them. 

Muhammad realised that if he wanted to fight the Quraysh, he would 

have to start the war himself. 

He decided to make them poor by destroying their trade. He organised 

highway robberies against the Quraysh merchant-caravans. Seven times 
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he sent out a party of Muslim robbers with instructions to attack the 

camels and steal the merchandise. 

The first raid was a spectacular miscalculation. The Muslims had to 

retreat when they realised the Quraysh outnumbered them ten to one. 

On four later raids, they lost the desert trail and failed to locate the 

caravan. On yet another raid, they shot arrows at the Quraysh, who did 

not fight back; but they lost their nerve over robbing the caravan when 

they saw that they were once again outnumbered. 

A Quraysh man retaliated by raiding the outskirts of Medina and stealing 

some Muslim camels; but he was a lone operator. 

The seventh raid was the successful one. Six Muslims spied a small 

caravan of four Meccan merchants. It was the sacred month, when no 

bloodshed was allowed, but they did not hesitate for long. They waited 

until the merchants were cooking over their campfire and ambushed 

them with a volley of arrows. They killed one and captured two more. 

The fourth man escaped, but the Muslims herded the load of wine, 

raisins and leather goods back to Medina. 

Gabriel told Muhammad that the murder of the merchant had been 

justified because the Quraysh had committed the even worse crime  

of driving the Muslims out of the Kaaba. While Allah did not allow 

random killing, He specifically ordered attacks on the Quraysh,  

for they deserved it. 

Kill them wherever you find them, and drive them out from 

whence they drove you out, and persecution is severer than 

slaughter … And fight with them until there is no 

persecution, and religion should be only for Allah. 

(Q2:191a, 193a.) 

Fighting is enjoined on you, and it is an object of dislike to 

you; and it may be that you dislike a thing while it is good 

for you, and it may be that you love a thing while it is evil 

for you, and Allah knows, while you do not know. (Q2:216) 
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The raid of Nakhla. The merchant who was killed on the seventh raid, Amru ibn al-Hadrami, was not a Quraysh 
but an ally from Yemen. He was the first man in history to be killed in a jihad. His killer, Waqid ibn Abdallah, was an 
adopted brother of Umar from the Tamin tribe. He was the first man in history to commit murder for Islam. 
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Muhammad breaks with the Jews. Muhammad never really understood why the Jews did not accept him 
as a prophet. He thought they were just being “stubborn” for political or economic reasons. 
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Muhammad then accepted 20% of the plunder as his personal share. 

This was modest, for the greatest Arab chiefs took 25%. The rest of the 

treasure was divided among the attackers. 

Umar advised Muhammad to behead one of the prisoners, who was only 

a poor servant. His master was too important to be threatened; but the 

servant was so alarmed by Umar’s talk that he converted to Islam. When 

the Quraysh messengers arrived in Medina, they paid four times the 

usual price for each prisoner. Muhammad did not pay blood-money for 

the murdered man. The merchant then went home; but his servant 

realised that if he returned to Mecca, neither the Quraysh nor the 

Muslims would ever trust him again. Since he had chosen to be a 

Muslim, he had to stay in Medina. 

The Jews were very critical of this robbery. They told Muhammad that 

the Gabriel who was bringing him messages was “an enemy who comes 

only with violence and the shedding of blood.”  

A band of their leaders gave Muhammad an official statement of their 

position. “We don’t think the Quran is arranged like the Torah and we 

don’t recognise anything in your message. We hold by the book that we 

already have, and we live according to its guidance and truth. We do not 

believe in you and we will not follow you.” 

Gabriel sent down his usual prophecies that the Jews would go to Hell. 

Then Muhammad moved the roofed preaching area of the mosque from 

its north end to its south. Now the direction of bowing down for prayer 

was no longer northward (to Jerusalem) but southward (to Mecca). 

Gabriel ruled that the month of Ramadan would a time of fasting. There 

could be no eating, drinking or sex in daylight hours, although there was 

no restriction on night-time indulgence. 

The fasting had begun when Muhammad had another opportunity to 

attack the Quraysh. Abu Sufyan, the most powerful merchant in Mecca, 

was on his way home from Syria with a caravan of merchandise worth 

2,500 years’ wages. Since he had fewer than forty men with him, 

Muhammad summoned the Muslims and said: “We’ll go out to attack 

that caravan. Perhaps Allah will grant us its wealth as booty.” 
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Muhammad and 304 other armed Muslims searched around the desert 

for nine days, asking everyone they passed about the Quraysh caravan. 

Eventually they heard that Abu Sufyan was expected in Badr, a green 

oasis that hosted seasonal trade-fairs. So the Muslims marched on 

toward Badr. 

They had nearly arrived when they heard unwelcome news. Abu Sufyan 

had found out that they were tracking his caravan. He had called  

for the Meccan army to meet him at the frontier and march home  

with the caravan as an armed guard. Now the Quraysh army was 

advancing to Badr. 

Abu Sufyan had escaped: his caravan was already south of the army. The 

Quraysh army knew this, but they needed to water their camels, so they 

decided to continue the march to Badr. They numbered 800 men, so 

they were confident that the Muslims would not try to fight them. 

However, the Muslims did not want to retreat. Muhammad told them 

that he had seen in a dream that the Quraysh army was small, and the 

Muslims agreed to advance to Badr no matter how large the army should 

turn out to be. 

Muhammad set up camp at Badr’s furthest well. The Muslims built a 

tank and diverted every stream in the oasis toward their tank. They 

blocked all the other wells in Badr. By the time the Quraysh army 

arrived, the only way they could access water was to pass the Muslims. 

At dawn on 16 March 624 Muhammad posted his men around  

his water-tank. The two sides faced each other, the Quraysh with the 

sun in their eyes. A Quraysh man approached the tank, determined  

to take some water, and a Muslim killed him. At this the Quraysh fired 

their arrows. 

Three Quraysh leaders demanded single combat. Muhammad sent Ali, 

Uncle Hamza and another man forward. In the rapid triple duel, the 

three Muslims killed the three Quraysh. 

Then Muhammad then threw a handful of pebbles in the direction of 

the enemy ranks and gave the order: “Deform their faces!” 
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Why the Jews did not believe Muhammad 

❖ Muhammad did not teach or understand 
the Jews’ basic beliefs, such as the 
covenant, atonement and God’s presence. 
He could not even recite the Ten 
Commandments correctly.  

❖ The Jews did not accept a prophet who 
spoke in the name of other gods 
(Deuteronomy 18:20). Muhammad had 
recently bowed down to al-Uzza, al-Lat 
and Manat. He had delivered a “prophecy” 
that he later confessed had come from 
Satan. 

❖ The Jews expected the Messiah to restore 
the nation of Israel. Muhammad had no 
plan to do this.  

❖ A prophet was supposed to behave 
righteously; but Muhammad had multiple 
wives, committed armed robberies and 
had approved of a murder. 

Allah has cursed them for their 
unbelief, so little it is that they 
believe (Q2:88 on the Jews) 

❖ Muhammad was not a descendant of 
Isaac but of his brother Ishmael. The 
Jews believed that God’s covenant was 
only with Isaac (Genesis 17:17-21; 
21:12).  

❖ Muhammad accused the Jews of lying 
about what the Bible really said. Since 
they knew they were telling the truth, 
they believed that he was the liar. 

❖ Muhammad did not respect the culture 
of Medina but changed existing customs 
and contracts. While this did not prove 
that he was not a prophet, it made the 
Jews dislike him. 

❖ Muhammad had no sympathy for the 
Jews in practice. Within five years, 
almost every Jew in Medina had been 
exiled, enslaved or executed. 
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The charge at Badr. Jihad was an ordinary Arabic word that meant “struggle” in a general sense. However, 
soon after Muhammad’s arrival in Medina, jihad acquired is modern meaning of “holy war”. 
 



The Great Robbery at Badr 121 
 

 

The Muslims charged downward to the Quraysh, screaming, “O Victor, 

kill!” and, “One! One!” They had a strong blast of wind behind them, 

while the Quraysh were running against the gale. 

For a while Muhammad wove among the ranks, reminding his army of 

Allah’s promise: “Every man who is killed today advancing and not 

retreating will go to Heaven.” Then he retired to a palm-branch  

hut, where he was hidden from enemy view. Saad Wolf had built it for 

him, saying that if they lost the battle, Muhammad could grab a camel 

and escape back to Medina unhurt. Saad, who was a large, solid man, 

guarded the door. 

Suddenly they heard neighing and a thunder of hooves that pounded up 

clouds of dust. Riders in white turbans hurtled down to the valley on 

black-and-white horses and plunged into the battlefield, lashing whips, 

chopping off heads and driving back the Quraysh. It was said that there 

were a thousand of them. It seemed to the Meccans that these terrifying 

reinforcements had popped out of the mountain from nowhere. 

The Quraysh fled the field and were defeated. 

The Muslims pursued them up over the hill, killing some and grabbing 

others as captives. Ali, dressed in two mail-coats, proved very quick with 

his sword: he said he killed nine men and helped to kill five more. Umar 

killed his own uncle. Abu Bakr had a screaming-match with his 

polytheist son but could not find any chance to kill him. Bilaal  

located the cruel master who had tortured him in Mecca; he called  

his friends to the ambush, and within minutes they hacked the master 

and his son to pieces. 

By this time there were no more men on black-and-white horses. The 

Muslims later claimed that their mysterious assistants had been angels. 

It is more likely that they were local bandits hoping for a share of the 

plunder (the number “one thousand” being an exaggeration). 

When the battle was over, Muhammad emerged from his hut. He 

ordered the Muslims not to leave Mr Stupid alive. They found him lying 

wounded on the field and cut off his head to present to Muhammad. 
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There were 64 dead Quraysh. Muhammad ordered that their corpses 

should be thrown into a cess pit. He jeered: “You men in the pit,  

now you know that I was telling the truth about Allah’s punishment  

in the grave!” 

Seventy Quraysh prisoners were brought in alive. Among them were 

two men who had harassed Muhammad in Mecca. At his order, they 

were beheaded. 

Fourteen Muslims had also been killed, and of course they were  

now in Heaven. 

Gabriel sent a prophecy about the plunder. All the money, weapons, 

bags and camels were brought to a communal pile. The first 20% was 

for Muhammad. The rest was equally divided among all the warriors, 

except the four who were slaves, for whom there was nothing. 

Muhammad’s share included a sword called Beheader. 

The Badr Robbery was a political turning-point. It was a humiliating 

catastrophe for Mecca. One week after the battle, Uncle Redface died 

of measles. The older generation of Quraysh leaders had now been 

wiped out. Abu Sufyan was quietly accepted as the new chief of Mecca. 

The Badr Robbery was also a moral turning-point. This dramatic victory 

was the proof that the Muslims had Allah’s permission to fight His 

enemies and to impose Islam by the sword. It was the beginning of jihad. 
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The pit at Badr. “Mills of Badr, grind out blood; flesh and bone lie in the mud. Grieve for Badr, weep a 
flood; slaughtered are the noblemen. For our finest knights I cry, in the valley, left to die, while their vassals 
grieve and sigh: ‘Slaughtered are the noblemen.’ Slain are those who used to share all their bread when grain 
was rare, house the homeless, burdens bear—slaughtered are the noblemen.” (Kaab Nadir) 
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The first Eed al-Fitr. Muhammad’s family broke their Ramadan fast for Islam’s Eed al-Fitr celebration at 
nightfall on 29 March 624. Muslims have celebrated this festival ever since. 
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Summary 

• Muhammad annoyed the Jews and some other Medinans, whom  

he labelled “hypocrites”, by his improbable claims and his requests 

for money. 

• Muhammad organised a series of armed robberies against Quraysh 

trading caravans. The first six were unsuccessful; then the Muslims 

murdered a Meccan. 

• The Jews publicly rejected Muhammad’s claim to be a  

prophet. Muhammad changed the direction of prayer from  

Jerusalem to Mecca. 

• The Badr Robbery was a great triumph: Muhammad not only 

plundered the Quraysh army but killed nearly seventy Meccans. 
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The murder of Asma bint Marwan. The assassin, Umayr ibn Adiy, was a blind man. After hearing how 
Umayr had felt his way to the target, Muhammad declared: “I hereby name you ‘the Seeing’!” 
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Poets, Polytheists and Jews 
March 624—March 625 

“Did Muhammad really kill all those people? We’d be better off if the 

earth opened up and swallowed us!” This was how the Jewish chief Kaab 

Nadir reacted to the slaughter at Badr. He set off for Mecca to discuss 

with its elders how to deal with Muhammad. 

“Islam has shown its true colours!” exclaimed Abdallah the Lion chief. 

Will no-one strike him by surprise 

and end his murder, theft and lies? 

This was the protest of Asma, a humble poet from the Wolf tribe. She 

called for Muhammad’s assassination because there was no way to bring 

a chief to the law-court; but she was of such low status that there was 

no danger that anyone would take her seriously. 

That night it was Muhammad who sent an assassin. He broke into 

Asma’s house, prised her baby from her breast and plunged his sword 

through her heart. Her family was so terrified that they all converted to 

Islam the next day. 

The aged Abu Afak also complained about the murders at Badr. 

There came by a horseman who split us in two, 

permitting, forbidding on what we should do. 

If Lions and Wolves never bow down to kings, 

why heed we a stranger on all kinds of things? 

Muhammad sent an assassin to Abu Afak, who stabbed the  

poet through his liver with the words, “Take that, no matter how old 

you are!” 

Abdallah Lion took fright. He went to Muhammad and declared himself 

a Muslim. For several months he made a public display of his 

conversion. Every Friday at the mosque he would introduce 
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Muhammad’s sermons with the words: “This is Allah’s Messenger 

among you! Hear and obey!” 

Ramadan, the month of fasting, ended, and Muhammad introduced a 

new festival, the Eed al-Fitr. It was accompanied by a new prayer-ritual 

in the mosque, a parade and a compulsory charity-tax, later fixed at 2.5% 

of one’s wealth. 

The Quraysh prisoners who had been captured at Badr knew 

embarrassing secrets about Muhammad’s past. They had already 

gossiped to the Jews about the Satanic Verses. Umar wanted to behead 

them; but Muhammad accepted Abu Bakr’s suggestion of selling them 

back to their families and sending them home. 

Muhammad had to deal with the Jews. There were three Jewish tribes; 

he confronted the Qaynuqa tribe first. He gathered them at the bazaar 

and told them: “You know from your scriptures that I am a Prophet 

sent by Allah, so it’s time for you to become Muslims. Otherwise Allah 

might punish you in the way He punished the Quraysh.” 

The Jews replied, “Muhammad, you are not our chief. If you fought men 

like us, you would find that we are real men.” 

Gabriel told Muhammad that he should fight anyone from whom he 

feared treachery. Muhammad announced that he feared treachery from 

the Qaynuqa, and he declared war on them. 

The Qaynuqa retreated to a great stone fortress where the Muslim army 

could not reach them. Muhammad besieged them vigorously, but they 

did not retaliate by so much as firing an arrow. As the siege continued, 

the Qaynuqa became afraid, for a siege could only last as long as the 

food. After two weeks, they surrendered. 

Muhammad ordered the men to be killed and all their possessions to be 

given to the Muslims. 

The Qaynuqa were old allies of the Lions, so Abdallah Lion forced his 

way past Muhammad’s doorman (who punched his face and made it 

bleed) and demanded: “Muhammad, treat my friends kindly! This tribe  
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Abdallah Lion pleads for the Qaynuqa. The Qaynuqa, who did not own any farmland, were skilled metal-
smiths. When Muhammad expelled them, he took all their tools, weapons and worked gold and silver. 
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The first Eed al-Adha. This festival is an opportunity for Muslims to make sacrifices in remembrance of 
Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son. 
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protected me from my enemies in the last two wars, and you can’t mow 

them down in one morning.” 

Muhammad was not ready to oppose Abdallah directly, so he had to 

drop the idea of killing the Qaynuqa. Instead he banished them to Syria. 

He took 20% of their property and divided the other 80% among the 

warriors who had besieged them. 

By evicting the Qaynuqa, Muhammad had broken the Contract  

of Medina. After this, nobody pretended that the famous Contract  

still existed. 

On 6 June the Muslims celebrated the first Eed al-Adha in Medina. The 

polytheists of Mecca had always performed that ceremony at the Kaaba, 

but this was the first time Adha had been celebrated as a Muslim festival 

for Allah. Muhammad led the prayers then slaughtered two goats with 

his own hands. 

Muhammad had married off his daughter Fatima to his cousin Ali. 

When Fatima heard the news, she burst into tears. She protested that Ali 

was too short, too fat and had groggy eyes. Nevertheless, their wedding 

was celebrated that June. The newlyweds started out in poverty. Since 

they had no slaves, Fatima carried water, milled grains and swept the 

floor until she was bruised, blistered and dusty. Their relationship was 

stormy. Muhammad had to advise Fatima to pay more attention to Ali’s 

comfort, and Ali had to promise to stop beating her. Despite these 

problems, they produced five children within eight years. 

The Jewish chief Kaab Nadir returned from his conference with the 

elders of Mecca. He had written a series of poems, including a lament 

about the Badr Robbery and a sarcastic love-song about one of 

Muhammad’s aunts. Muhammad was so offended by Kaab’s poetry that 

he asked, “Who will get rid of him for me?” 

Five Muslims volunteered, one of them Kaab’s own foster-brother. The 

group tricked Kaab into coming out of his house in the middle of the 

night. They surrounded him, drove a dagger through his stomach and 

cut off his head. 
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The next morning Muhammad made a public proclamation to the 

Muslims: “Kill any Jew who falls into your power!” 

On hearing these words, a Muslim merchant jumped on his Jewish 

business-partner and killed him. 

Every Jew in Medina feared for his life. The chief Huayy confronted 

Muhammad and asked him what the murders were about. Muhammad 

explained: “Kaab was murdered because he voiced hurtful opinions. 

We’ll kill anyone who talks like that.” 

They signed a new contract. The conditions were that the Muslims 

would stop killing Jews if the Jews stopped “hurting” Muhammad and 

“never assisted anyone against him.” Huayy swore the oath, taking God 

as his witness. For several months the Jews spoke and acted carefully. 

Muhammad sent his son Zayd to rob another Quraysh caravan. The 

merchants escaped, but Zayd captured silver vessels and coins worth 

250 years’ wages and the nomad guide. The Muslims promised not to 

kill the guide if he became a Muslim, so he became a Muslim and they 

did not kill him. His name was Furat. He was the first man in history 

to be converted to Islam by force. 

Other tribes had become angry with Muhammad. The Ghatafan were 

allies of the Jews in Medina. The Sulaym had relatives who had been 

killed at Badr. Both were large, powerful nomadic tribes. Three times 

Muhammad heard rumours that the Sulaym or the Ghatafan or both 

were gathering an army to attack him, so he took his own men out on 

expeditions to fight them. 

He never found the enemy armies; they had always “fled” by the time 

he arrived. It is not clear whether the plots were all talk and no serious 

intention or whether Muhammad himself had started the rumours of 

plotting so that he would have an excuse to attack. It was difficult to 

track nomadic tribes in the vast desert; for the same reason, it was even 

more difficult to spy on them and discover their plots. Each time 

Muhammad had to return home without fighting anyone, although he 

was once able to steal a herd of 500 camels and kidnap their herders. 
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“Kill any Jew!” The Jew’ s name was Shubayba. The murderer, Muhayisa, told his disapproving elder 
brother Huwayisa: “If Muhammad ordered me to kill you too, I would cut off your head!” Huwayisa was 
so impressed— or so terrified—that he converted to Islam. 
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The charge of the Quraysh cavalry. Khalid, the commander of the Meccan horses, boasted that he had 
never fought on the losing side of any battle. Second in command was Ikrima, son of Mr Stupid. 
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That winter Muhammad married two young widows, bringing his wives 

to a total of four. Then his cousin Zaynab proposed to him. Muhammad 

wanted to refuse her because he knew that his son Zayd was attracted 

to her. Gabriel told him that four was the maximum number of wives 

that any Muslim should have—and that Zaynab must marry Zayd. 

Meanwhile the Quraysh had plotted their revenge for the fathers,  

sons and brothers who had been killed at the Badr Robbery.  

Abu Sufyan brought an army of 3,000 to Medina and camped in the 

valley of Mount Uhud. 

The younger Muslims were eager to fight, and Muhammad led an army 

of 1,000 out to meet the Quraysh. Abu Sufyan sent a message to the 

Lions and Wolves to remind them that he was not fighting them but 

only Muhammad. Abdallah Lion then ordered his men home again—

300 of them. 

On 26 March 625 the two armies lined up on opposite sides of the valley. 

The Muslims were now outnumbered over four to one. Muhammad, 

wearing two mail-coats, told the captain of the archers: “Keep firing on 

the war-horses. Don’t move from your position, so that they can’t reach 

us from the rear.” 

Both sides charged, with the Muslims yelling, “Kill! Kill!” while the 

Meccans threw rocks and screamed, “Al-Lat! Al-Uzza! Hubal!” The men 

fought and the battle grew fierce as the Muslim archers terrified the 

Meccan horses. 

Muhammad’s wife Aïsha was working as a battle-aide, filling and re-

filling her pitcher so that she could pour water into the mouths of the 

warriors. An enemy arrow caught the skirt of the woman next to her; 

she fell over but was not seriously hurt. 

The Muslims killed the Quraysh banner-bearers one after the other. 

They drove the Quraysh horsemen to retreat. When the horses  

tried to counter-charge, the Muslim archers rained down arrows on 

them. Soon the Muslim army had surged to the Meccans’ rear and cut 

off their retreat. 
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At that moment, when the Muslim victory looked certain, the Muslim 

archers abandoned their post of duty. Seeing that they could enter the 

Meccan camp safely, they swarmed into it, shouting, “The plunder! The 

plunder!” This exposed the Muslim rear to the Quraysh war-horses. 

They thundered into the gap then charged the Muslims from behind.  

The Muslim army was thrown into confusion. They retreated, dropping 

their loot, lashing out blindly at the new attack and even felling their own 

men, while the Quraysh cut them down and killed dozens of them. 

When someone shouted, “I have killed Muhammad!” the Muslims 

panicked. The Meccans pursued them until they fled in every direction. 

Actually Muhammad had not been killed; but the battle was lost. Abu 

Sufyan’s wife, Hind, walked among the dead bodies, chopping limbs and 

stabbing chests, cutting off ears and noses and threading them into 

anklets, bracelets and necklaces. She even cut out the liver of 

Muhammad’s dead Uncle Hamza and tried to eat it; but it tasted so foul 

that she could not swallow it and spat it out. 

Abu Sufyan shouted across the field: “Good work! It was our turn to 

win, and today pays you back for Badr. Glory to Hubal!” 

Umar shouted back. “Allah is greater! Our dead are in Heaven and yours 

are in Hell!” 

“Meet us again at Badr next year!” 

“Yes!” yelled the Muslims. “Appointment!” 

Seventy Comrade and five Immigrant Muslims lay dead on the field, 

along with 23 Meccans. Muhammad promised the survivors: “Allah 

will bring back to life every man who died for Him.” 
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Defeat at Uhud. The nephew of a man whom Hamza had killed at Badr promised to set his slave Wahshi free if Wahshi 
would kill Hamza. Abu Sufyan’s wife Hind also urged Wahshi to kill Hamza because Hamza had killed her uncle too. 
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Note 1. Both men and women used all the gates.  The one 
called “Women’s Gate” was not “for the use of women” but 
“located near Muhammad’s women”. 

Note 2. The pathway between the south wall and the house-
fronts was only about a metre wide. Although it was still used 
as a thoroughfare, it was no longer the main street. 

Plan of the Mosque in Medina 
March 625 

 

1 Abu Bakr’s house 
2 Zaynab (daughter)’s house 
3 Haritha’s house 
4 Fatima and Ali’s house 
5 Umm al-Masaakin’s house (later give to Hind) 
6 Saowda’s house 
7 Aïsha’s house 
8 Hafsa’s house 
9 Uthman & Umm Kulthum’s house 
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Summary 

• Muhammad had made enemies because of the Badr Robbery. He 

assassinated several people who criticised him. 

• He ordered a Jewish tribe, the Qaynuqa, to convert to Islam. When 

they refused, he attacked them, drove them out of Medina and took 

their property. 

• This was the end of the Contract of Medina. 

• Muhammad led several raids against the Quraysh, the Sulaym and  

the Ghatafan; although he committed a few robberies, there was  

no real fighting. 

• The Quraysh army, led by Abu Sufyan, marched to Medina to take 

revenge for the Badr Robbery. Abu Sufyan defeated Muhammad’s 

army at Mount Uhud. 
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The murder of the Hudhayl chief. The chief’s name was Khalid ibn Sufyan. Muhammad told the assassin 
that he would recognise Khalid “because he looks like Satan, and you will shudder at the sight of him.” 
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Defeated and Destroyer 
March 625—September 626 

“Have you ever known a day more terrible than the day of Uhud?”  

asked Aïsha. 

The Battle of Uhud was a disaster for Muhammad and a test of the 

Muslims’ faith. The myth that Allah would always grant them victory 

was shattered. Muhammad blamed the archers, who had not held to 

their post of duty; he blamed Abdallah Lion, who had taken away one-

third of his army; and, for no particular reason, he blamed the Jews. 

The next Friday Abdallah stalked out of the mosque, never to introduce 

a sermon again. The Muslims called him “Allah’s enemy” and 

Muhammad called him the “head hypocrite”. Most of the Muslims killed 

at Uhud had been Comrades; if any were disillusioned, Abdallah hinted 

that it was possible to leave Islam. 

Muhammad toiled to restore his reputation as the unbeatable warrior, 

but that summer he only suffered a series of setbacks. 

In June he heard a rumour that the Asad tribe was planning to raid 

Medina for the cattle. He sent an army to “attack them before they attack 

you.” If the plot was real, it had disintegrated, for the Asad scattered 

before the Muslims arrived. 

Then he heard a rumour that the Hudhayl tribe was plotting to defend 

the Meccan trade-route against the Muslim raiders. Muhammad sent a 

man to kill the Hudhayl chief. The assassin stabbed the chief in his sleep, 

sliced off his head and brought it back to Muhammad. 

The Hudhayl tribe made no attempt to continue with a defence strategy 

against the raiders (a strong indication that the original rumour was false 

and there never had been any plot). Instead, they lured ten Muslims out 

to Hudhayl territory and killed eight of them. The other two were taken 

to Mecca and sold as slaves. 
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Although these two men had not fought at Badr, the Meccans wanted 

to punish them for being Muslims. They roped their two captives to 

wooden stakes and speared to death. With their dying breath the 

Muslims called to Allah to kill every one of their murderers. Their dead 

bodies were left out to rot on the stakes for months. 

In July Muhammad made an alliance with Spearman, chief of the Kilab 

tribe, who needed military help. Spearman granted safe-conduct to forty 

Muslim warriors whom Muhammad sent to fight for him and to teach 

Islam to the Kilab tribe. 

On their journey to Kilab land, the Muslims had to cross Sulaym 

territory. The Sulaym tribe saw a troop of armed Muslims marching 

through their land and assumed the worst. They ambushed the Muslims 

and slaughtered them. 

There was one survivor, Amru, who fled back toward Medina. On his 

journey, he met up with two men from the Kilab tribe. Amru blamed 

the Kilab for not protecting his friends from the Sulaym, so he waited 

until the two men fell asleep and then he killed them. 

Muhammad was displeased. If he wanted to keep his alliance  

with Spearman, he would need to pay blood-money for the two Kilab 

men. Although Spearman apologised, it was not really his fault that the 

Sulaym had killed the Muslims, and he did not think of excusing 

Muhammad from paying his compensation for his two men.  

Meanwhile, Muhammad was not powerful enough to demand blood-

money from the Sulaym tribe. 

For forty days he prayed in the mosque: “O Allah, punish those  

tribes! Strike them with drought! Protect us from the Hudhayl and 

Sulaym! Guide the Kilab to Islam! Punish Spearman’s broken promise 

of protection!” 

Since there was nothing Muhammad could do about the Kilab, the 

Sulaym or the Hudhayl, he decided to get rid of Abu Sufyan. He sent 

Amru to Mecca with instructions to kill the chief. 
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The Sulaym ambush. The warriors who ambushed the Muslims expected Spearman to fight them soon; 
they were in fact the very people whom the Muslims had set out to attack. 
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The Nadir plot. The wealthy Nadir were skilled farmers, craftsmen and scholars, famed throughout Arabia 
for their generosity. Muhammad’s plot for their downfall reflected his growing confidence in his own power 
despite his recent military losses. 
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Amru entered Mecca with his dagger drawn in readiness. He tried not 

to be noticeable, but everyone in Mecca knew him, for he had been a 

famous troublemaker before he became a Muslim. On his way to the 

house, Abu Sufyan’s son Muaawiyah recognised him and raised the 

alarm. “It’s Amru! He’s up to no good!” 

Amru knew at once that he would never reach Abu Sufyan. He had to 

run to the mountains and hide in a cave. On his homeward journey he 

murdered three men and brought a fourth back to Medina tied up as a 

prisoner. When he confessed that he had bungled his mission, 

Muhammad saw the prisoner, laughed and blessed the assassin.  

His only successful venture was his attack on the Jews. They were a 

constant irritation. Since the Battle of Uhud they had been speaking 

freely, claiming that Muhammad was not a true prophet but just wanted 

to be King. He decided to tackle the second and wealthiest Jewish tribe, 

the Nadir. 

He took eight friends to visit the Nadir and asked them to give him the 

blood-money that he owed to Spearman. He probably asked because he 

expected them to say no, hence giving him an excuse to punish them. 

Instead, Huayy agreed to fetch the money. 

Suddenly Muhammad jumped up and said, “Don’t go—I’ll be right 

back.” But he did not come back. After a long wait, his friends returned 

to the mosque. Muhammad told them that Gabriel had warned him of 

a plot against his life. “The Jews were going to drop a rock on me right 

then and there.” 

Muhammad’s friends had not seen or heard anything; the only evidence 

for this plot was that “Gabriel told me.” Nevertheless, Muhammad sent 

a message to the Nadir. “Your treachery has broken our contract, so 

leave this territory. Anyone still here after ten days will be beheaded.” 
 

Abdallah Lion urged the Nadir not to leave. He said that if the Muslims 

attacked, he and his Ghatafan allies would help defend them. So the 

Nadir shut themselves in their fortress, where they had a continuous 
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water-supply and a year’s stock of food. Huayy told Muhammad that 

they would never leave Medina. 

Muhammad ordered his army to march against the Nadir. They attacked 

the fortress, yelling, “Allah is greater!” all through the night. The Nadir 

fired arrows and hurled rocks back at them. 

The next morning Muhammad took part of his army to the third Jewish 

tribe, the Qurayza, and threatened to attack them. He promised to lift 

the attack if they swore never to help his enemies. The Qurayza, having 

no idea who his current enemies were, agreed to the new contract, which 

was left vague and informal. 

After Muhammad had returned to attacking the Nadir, the Qurayza 

received Abdallah’s message that the Nadir were in trouble and they 

must help their friends. It was too late. “I gave my word,” said Kaab the 

Qurayza chief. “Not a single man from the Qurayza tribe will break the 

contract as long as I live.” 

Abdallah called up the Lions and Wolves to help the Nadir. He thought 

there were still 2,000 Medinans who had not converted to Islam. But 

huge numbers of these had chosen to fight on Muhammad’s side, 

including Abdallah’s own son; and the rest were too terrified of the 

Muslims to attack them. Abdallah was losing power in Medina. If he 

ever tried to call the Ghatafan and other tribes beyond Medina, they 

never arrived. The Nadir realised that nobody was coming to help them. 

They were alone in the siege. 

On the seventh day, Gabriel told Muhammad that Allah forbade all 

Muslims to drink alcohol. 

By the thirteenth day the Muslims were bored with the siege. Since the 

Nadir tribe were date-farmers, Muhammad ordered the army to destroy 

some of the date-palm trees that were visible from the fortress window. 

The Muslims cut some second-rate trees down to their stumps and 

burned them, then hacked the prime dates down from their branches. 

At this the Nadir women tore their gowns, slapped their cheeks and 

screamed. Orchards were not easily replaced: it would take thirty years 
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Muhammad burns the date-palms. “Whatever date-palm you cut down or leave standing upon its roots, 
it is by Allah’s command, so that He may humiliate the sinners.” (Q59:5) 
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The spoils of war. There is no record that Muhammad’s women ever thought of themselves as living off 
stolen property. They felt they were entitled to the plunder because the enemy had been defeated in war. 
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for new trees to grow to maturity. The Nadir would lose their business 

income until then. 

On the fifteenth day, Huayy declared the Nadir tribe’s surrender. 

Muhammad considered whether it was realistic to kill them all. He 

realised that he would make too many enemies if he wiped out the Nadir, 

who were well-liked in Medina and beyond. Instead, he guaranteed their 

lives but ordered them to go to Syria. 

The Nadir called in their debts and loaded their camels, even tearing 

apart their houses and taking their door-beams, so as to leave as little 

property as they could for the Muslims. Meanwhile, Muhammad broke 

his side of the bargain, for he paid a nomad three months’ wages in gold 

to kill one of the Jews. The Nadir refused to behave like a defeated tribe 

forced into exile. They paraded through the town, right across the 

Qaynuqa Bazaar, with singing-girls playing pipes and beating 

tambourines. Inside the camel-sedans, the women sat unveiled, dressed 

in silk, velvet, weavings, gold and pearls. People lined up to stare at their 

magnificent display. 

Most of the Nadir did not go to Syria. They settled in Khaybar, a Jewish 

city only three days’ journey north of Medina, where they already owned 

much of the property. Their friends there welcomed them and treated 

them as leaders. 

Muhammad took the Nadir land and property for himself. Gabriel had 

told him he need not share it with his warriors because he had acquired 

it without any fighting. Although he donated some of it to the 

Immigrants, he kept seven date-orchards for himself, and they produced 

enough food to support his extended family. Anything left over was 

spent on horses and weapons for the next jihad or given away as charity. 

Muhammad was no longer a poor man; and the Immigrants were now 

landowners in Medina. 

Muhammad heard another rumour that the Ghatafan tribe, ally of the 

Nadir, was plotting to fight him. Yet when his army approached, the 
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Ghatafan fled to the mountains and refused to fight. The Muslims 

managed to capture a few women. 

Abu Sufyan had promised another battle at Badr, so the next spring 

Muslims prepared their weapons and gathered their merchandise. At 

Badr the Muslims found that they were over half of the visitors at the 

bazaar. They sold their goods and they all made 100% profit on  

their investment. 

However, although they camped there for all eight nights of the trade-

fair, Abu Sufyan never arrived. He had realised that he could not defeat 

Muhammad just by winning a “best of three” match as if this were a 

game. Rather than waste lives and money on a pitched battle, Abu 

Sufyan was strategising to win. Visitors from all the surrounding tribes 

had told him that they wanted to join his army and launch a shared attack 

against Muhammad, so he began to form a multi-tribe confederacy 

against Medina itself. 

Muhammad began a new conquest. Dumat al-Jandal was an ancient 

trading city on the border of Syria. Recently it had been attacked by 

highwaymen and it was having no success in controlling the bandits. 

Muhammad recognised that the great city was a soft target. Since a  

threat to the Syrian border would alarm the Roman Emperor, he decided 

to attack. 

He took a thousand men, who marched by night and hid by day, moving 

so swiftly that they covered the fifteen-day journey in just eleven nights. 

But they arrived to find the city deserted. The citizens had run to hide 

in the hills. The Muslims remained for several days, stealing all the 

camels they could, but they could not find any people to fight. The soft 

target had managed to remove itself altogether. 

Muhammad returned to Medina with the stolen animals. Everyone in 

Arabia had now heard about his army; he had set himself up as a chief 

worth fearing. 
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Muhammad the lawgiver. Muhammad often had to solve legal problems. For example, the sharia ruled that a 
dead person had to leave at least two-thirds of his property to his family. Once a dying man freed his six slaves; 
but since he did not own anything else, this left nothing for his family to inherit. Muhammad cast lots among 
the slaves to choose which two to set free. The other four became the property of the dead man’s heirs. 
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Muhammad’s Wars with the Tribes 
This chart shows how many times Muhammad went to war 
against his various neighbours in the period 623-632. 

Note 1. There were 90 wars; but the numbers here add up to 
more than 90 because several of the wars involved more than 
one enemy tribe. 

Note 2. The Quraysh were related to the Kinana tribes, and the 
Sulaym were their allies. The Ghatafan were the allies of the 
Jews. The Thaqif and Kilab tribes were related to the Hawazin. 

Quraysh Tribe 
20 

Other Tribes 
11 

Ghatafan Clans 
17 

Kinana 
Tribes 

6 

Sulaym 
Tribe 

7 Jewish  
Tribes 

8 

Hawazin, 
Thaqif & Kilab 

Tribes 
12 

Tribes of 
the North 

10 

Tribes of 
Yemen 
     6 
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Summary 

• Muhammad made enemies by assassinating a Hudhayl chief. 

• He sent military assistance to Spearman, the Kilab chief, but the 

Sulaym tribe massacred his squad. 

• He tried to assassinate Abu Sufyan, but the attempt failed. 

• He attacked the most powerful Jewish tribe, the Nadir, and forced 

them to leave Medina. He took their property while they settled in 

nearby Khaybar. 

• Muhammad’s army threatened Dumat al-Jandal, a city on the border 

of Syria. 
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“Praise to Allah, who turns hearts around!” An old Shia tradition tells us that Muhammad’s glimpse of 
Zaynab occurred while she was arising from her bathtub. However, this detail may be an exaggeration. 
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Confederates of the Ditch 
September 626—May 627 

One autumn day, Muhammad paid a call on his son Zayd, and a gust of 

wind blew aside the hairskin curtain that served as the front door. 

Muhammad had a sudden brilliant glimpse of Zayd’s wife, Zaynab, 

dressed in nothing but a petticoat. Her beauty stunned him motionless. 

He kept exclaiming, “Praise be to Allah, Who turns hearts around!” 

Zaynab told Zayd, and Zayd knew his duty. Within weeks he divorced 

his wife. 

The law required Zaynab to wait three months before she could marry 

anyone else. In that period Gabriel told Muhammad that adopted sons 

did not count as real sons, so Zayd was not his son and Zaynab was not 

his daughter-in-law. 

Next Gabriel announced that the limit of four wives did not apply to 

prophets. Unlike other Muslims, a prophet could have as many wives as 

he liked. When Aïsha heard about this, she said, “Allah is very quick to 

grant your desires!” 

On the day that the three months ended, Gabriel informed Muhammad 

that Allah had married him to Zaynab. 

Just one day after their wedding, Muhammad heard that all his enemies 

had united against him. A confederated army of 10,000 was only six 

days’ march from Medina. 

The Muslims decided that building a ditch around the city was likely to 

hold off the invaders. They went out to the city edge, where Muhammad 

drew the outline for the ditch and divided the men into digging-parties. 

Men of every rank and family dug while children carried away baskets 

of earth. They kept working until the ditch lay all around the city to the 

height of a man. 
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Muhammad sent the women and children to shelter in the fortresses. 

His army, numbering 3,000 men, camped just behind the Ditch. 

Abu Sufyan was the High Commander of the Confederate Army. 

Fighting alongside the Quraysh were the Ghatafan (led by their chief 

Pop-Eye), the Sulaym, the Asad, various other allies, and Huayy, the 

exiled Jewish chief, who wanted to bring the Nadir home to Medina. All 

these tribes had sworn to stand together to fight Muhammad until Islam 

was destroyed.  

The ditch was a great success. It was wider than any horse could  

leap, and the Confederates could not cross it. Their original plan of 

charging into the city and killing everyone near Muhammad was never 

going to work. 

For many days the two armies faced each other on opposite sides of the 

ditch without acting. There was no real fighting. The Muslims kept 

patrolling the ditch to make sure nobody managed to cross it. The 

Confederated Army also kept patrolling it, looking for a spot that might 

be narrow enough to plunge across. 

There was still one way to enter Medina. The Muslims had not bothered 

digging the ditch in front of any part of the city that was protected by 

fortress walls. Anyone could easily enter through a fortress door, if 

someone inside were willing to open it. One fortress was the home of 

the Qurayza, the last Jewish tribe in Medina. They had not joined the 

Muslim army, for the Confederates were their friends and they had only 

promised Muhammad to be neutral. 

Huayy knocked on the door of the Qurayza fortress to beg his old 

friends to support the Confederates. Kaab, the Qurayza chief, protested 

that he had a contract with Muhammad and that Muhammad would be 

merciless if the Qurayza broke their word. Huayy wheedled and 

persuaded, insisting that the Confederates were too powerful to lose the 

battle and that all Kaab needed to do was open a door. 

Kaab sent the Muslims a bold message. “We have no contract with 

Muhammad. I have cut it the way I cut my sandal-straps.” 
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The Battle of the Ditch. The idea of digging a ditch came from a Persian rope-maker named Salman. 
Strangely, we are not told what happened to the ditch after the battle was over. 
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“War is deceit!” After the Battle of the Ditch, Nuwaym remained in Medina as a Muslim; but Muhammad 
did not reward him or show him any particular favour. He understood that it was not safe to trust a traitor. 
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At these rash words, Muhammad expected the Qurayza to let the 

Confederated Army into Medina to attack the women and children by 

night. He sent his war-horses into the city to fight them. Nothing 

happened. In fact it would have made more sense for an army as large 

as the Confederates’ to ignore the women and attack the Muslim army 

directly. This never happened either. Abu Bakr patrolled Medina looking 

for Jews. He never found any. When the Confederates lined up to search 

for a gap in the ditch, the Muslims were convinced that they were waiting 

for the Qurayza so that they could all raid Medina together. Despite 

Kaab’s confronting words, no Qurayza ever arrived. 

For just one day the two armies fired at each other in something like a 

battle. Saad Wolf was injured in his arm. 

Muhammad eventually broke several weeks of deadlock by trickery. 

Nuwaym, a Ghatafanite, was a longstanding friend of the Qurayza. He 

was now ready to betray his loyalty to both tribes because he had secretly 

converted to Islam. 

“Go ahead,” Muhammad told him. “War is deceit.” 

Nuwaym lied to everyone. He persuaded the Qurayza that they could 

not trust the Confederates and should ask for hostages before they 

agreed to help them. Then he persuaded the Confederates that they 

could not trust the Qurayza and that any hostages whom they handed 

over were likely to be killed. So when the Qurayza asked for hostages, 

the Confederates refused to give them any. 

The Confederates and the Qurayza were hurt and bewildered by the 

apparent indecisiveness of their supposed allies; yet it never occurred to 

any of them to distrust Nuwaym. It was impossible to negotiate a grand 

united effort against Muhammad in this atmosphere. 

That night the east wind was so fierce that fires were extinguished, 

cooking-pots were toppled, tents were uprooted, ropes and pegs were 

swept away, and saddles were buried in the sand. Abu Sufyan stood up 

and said, “O Quraysh, we can’t camp here forever! The Qurayza have 
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broken their promise and are not going to give us any help. Meanwhile, 

this wind has taken even our tents and cooking-pots. I’m leaving!” 

The Muslims awoke to find that the entire army had deserted Medina. 

The war was over. The only man who stayed was Huayy, chief of the 

Nadir, who had promised never to abandon the Qurayza. He entered 

their fortress to share their fate. 

Muhammad sent his warriors home and took a bath at Aïsha’s house. 

Yet in a matter of minutes he jumped up, saying that Gabriel had visited. 

The war was not over. They must attack the Qurayza tribe immediately. 

Muhammad approached the Qurayza fortress, calling, “You monkeys, 

pigs and evil-lovers! Allah has disgraced and punished you, hasn’t He? 

Be very afraid of me!” 

His archers shot at the fortress like a cloud of locusts. They kept  

up the shooting for two weeks. The Jews shot back but they never  

came out for a pitched battle. When they ran out of arrows, both  

sides threw stones. 

Eventually the Qurayza recognised that their food supplies would not 

last forever. The Muslims could starve them out. Muhammad had no 

interest in compromise. After the way he had treated the Jews, it was no 

longer possible for them to co-exist in Medina; one side was bound to 

destroy the other. 

When the Qurayza finally surrendered to Muhammad, their allies in the 

Wolf tribe pleaded for their lives. 

“Will you be satisfied,” he asked, “if I appoint Saad Wolf to  

pass judgment?” 

There was no real choice: it was Saad or Muhammad. Saad was an old 

ally of the Qurayza, and the Wolves kept reminding him of his duty to 

them as they led him to the assembly. But Saad knew that he had to live 

with Muhammad, so he said he would judge “to please Allah, not men.” 

“I order,” said Saad, “that every adult male shall be killed; every woman 

and child shall be enslaved; and all their property shall be divided among 

the Muslims.” 
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The siege of the Qurayza tribe. The Qurayza were wheat-farmers and tanners who lived in villages in 
Medina.  Their fortress was not their everyday home; they only sheltered there at a time of enemy attack. 
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The Qurayza genocide. The Nadir tribe searched the slave-markets and rescued as many Qurayza women and children 
as they found there. Although a few boys survived, they were not enough to rebuild the tribe, which ceased to exist. 



Confederates of the Ditch 163 
 

 

Muhammad approved. “You have judged like Allah!” 

The Jews spent that night studying the Torah. Muhammad commanded 

his men to dig trenches in the Qaynuqa Bazaar. 

The next day Muhammad sat in the Bazaar with Aïsha, Abu Bakr, Umar 

and the rest. He called for the men of the Qurayza tribe to be brought 

out in small groups, their hands tied to their necks. When they were 

presented before him, his inspectors pulled down the trousers of the 

beardless young men, and any who had not grown pubic hair were sent 

back to the women. The adults were sat down at the trenches, where Ali 

and his cousin Zubayr cut off their heads. 

Kaab, the Qurayza chief, told Muhammad: “I am still a Jew.” 

Huayy, the Nadir chief, warned: “I am not sorry that I opposed you. 

Whoever abandons God will be abandoned.” 

At twilight Ali and Zubayr lit torches. They continued to cut off heads 

long after dark. They killed at least 600 men. Finally the tribe was 

exterminated. The Muslims filled in the trenches with earth and covered 

the corpses. 

The Qurayza women and children, after screaming, gown-ripping, face-

slapping and hair-tearing over the death of their men, were parcelled to 

Muhammad or auctioned to the Muslims. Most of them were sold on 

the slave-markets in exchange for horses and weapons. The Qurayza 

land and property were also distributed among the Muslims, the first 

20% being for Muhammad. 

Saad Wolf died a few days later when his battle-wound turned septic. 

Gabriel told Muhammad: “The doors of Heaven opened for Saad, and 

Allah’s throne shook!” 

Since Saad Wolf was dead and Abdallah Lion had lost his following, 

Muhammad was now supreme in Medina. Although a few individuals 

had not converted to Islam, there were no more large non-Muslim 

groups. Furthermore, he knew that no foreign tribe would dare to attack 

Medina again. 
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He celebrated his victory by hosting a lavish wedding party for Zaynab. 

Seventy guests feasted on roast lamb and date pudding. Three of them 

sat around talking long after everyone else had gone home. Muhammad 

had to walk out, return and walk out again before they took the  

hint to leave. 

As soon as the men had gone, Muhammad drew a curtain and delivered 

Gabriel’s newest message from behind it. 

When you are invited, enter, and when you have taken the 

food, then disperse—not seeking to listen to talk. 

The more important part of the message followed. 

And when you ask of [women] any goods, ask of them  

from behind a curtain; this is purer for your hearts and  

their hearts. (Q33:53) 

A wife of Muhammad must keep a curtain between herself and any man 

who was not a family member. He could discuss necessary business with 

her but he must not chat about trivia. Outside her house, she must wear 

a veil that hid her face up to the eyes and no perfume. She must walk 

close to the walls, not making any noise, so that men did not look at her. 

Muslim women who were not married to Muhammad were allowed to 

expose their hands and faces but they had to cover their heads, for Allah 

did not accept the prayers of an unveiled woman. As for slave-women, 

they did not veil at all; nor did little girls. 

Once all free women were veiled, other men would never be able to look 

at Muhammad’s wives in the way that he had looked at Zaynab. 
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Women in veils. Muhammad later forbade his wives to leave their houses without his permission. They 
used to walk so close to the walls that their cloaks caught on the stones. 
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The People of Medina 

May 627 

After the defeat of the Qurayza tribe, Muhammad had control of 
Medina.  Nearly all its citizens were officially Muslims.  Although a 
few isolated individuals disliked Muhammad’s leadership, they were 
not powerful enough to create serious opposition. 

Najjar 

 

Nabit 

 

Lions 

 

Wolves 

 
Aowf 

 

Amru 

 

Submitted to Muhammad 

 

Harith 
 

After Saad Wolf died, his relative Usayd became head of the Nabit 
family. By this time, Abdallah Lion had lost influence, and Saad, head 
of the Saïda family, was the most important Lion chief. Both Saad 
Lion and Usayd Wolf were unquestioningly loyal to Muhammad. 
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Summary 

• Gabriel gave Muhammad several convenient prophecies that allowed 

him to marry his daughter-in-law. 

• Muhammad’s opponents, led by the Nadir Jews in Khaybar and the 

Quraysh in Mecca, teamed up to destroy him. Muhammad built a 

ditch around Medina, and the siege failed when his enemies could 

not find a way to attack him. 

• Muhammad attacked the last remaining Jewish tribe in Medina, the 

Qurayza, and killed all the adult males. 

• After this victory, Muhammad was effectively chief of Medina and 

he could do what he liked there. 

• Muhammad ordered that Muslim women should wear veils and 

should not leave their homes without permission. 
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The conversion of Thumama. Thumama ate all the food in Muhammad’s wives’ houses and he drank an entire camel’s 
yield of milk, yet he complained that he was still hungry. Muhammad said: “An unbeliever eats with seven stomachs.” 
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Warlord of the West 
June 627—May 628 

By this time it was in Muhammad’s mind that he might one day conquer 

all Arabia. He sent letters to several neighbouring rulers to invite them 

to convert to Islam, “or you will suffer the punishment of a sinner.” 

Most of the chiefs ignored him. 

His master-plan to take over Mecca and control the Kaaba did not seem 

likely to succeed in the near future. That summer, however, he had the 

luckiest accident of his life.  

He sent a squad to attack the Kilab tribe in central Arabia. This was to 

punish them for not protecting the Muslims from the Sulaym tribe two 

years earlier. The squad killed a dozen men and brought back a herd of 

stolen camels and goats. It turned out that their only human captive was 

not a Kilab man at all: he was Thumama, chief of the Hanifa. This tribe 

were corn-farmers who grew nearly all the food bought by Mecca. 

Muhammad kept Thumama a prisoner, tied to a pillar of the mosque, 

until they reached an agreement. Thumama became a Muslim and 

Muhammad released him without asking for any money. Thumama then 

swore to the Meccans: “Not a grain of corn from central Arabia will 

reach you until Allah’s Messenger permits it.” 

He was as bad as his word. His tribe sold no more corn to Mecca and 

they also blocked the trade routes from other farmlands. No food 

reached Mecca for the next ten months. 

The Meccans lived on barley broth and on animals that had died of 

starvation; then on blood and bones; then on camel-hair and hides. 

Muhammad turned a blind eye to his new friend’s work. When he heard 

that the Quraysh were bringing a caravan of silver back from Syria, he 

sent his ex-son Zayd to rob the caravan. 
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With Mecca under control, Muhammad wanted to punish various other 

tribes. He sent Zayd to fight the Sulaym tribe, but Zayd only managed 

to capture a few prisoners and steal some animals. Another expedition 

was supposed to punish the Asad; the raiders captured 200 camels but 

no humans, either dead or alive. Muhammad led a grand raid against the 

Hudhayl tribe; but the adventure was a flop because he never located his 

enemy. 

The fact that his punishment raids so often failed shows that 

Muhammad did not really know where these nomadic tribes were and 

therefore could not have spied on them efficiently. Most of his tales of 

tribes “plotting against Medina” were fictitious excuses to justify his 

raids. The real purpose of the raids was to terrify his neighbours so that 

they would never dare oppose him. 

One tribe that really was plotting against Muhammad was the Ghatafan. 

He had attacked them three times and stolen hundreds of their camels. 

After the Battle of the Ditch failed, they raided his camels. The Muslims 

hunted them down, killed chief Pop-Eye’s son in the fight, and brought 

back the twenty camels. 

After this Muhammad could not leave the Ghatafan alone. He sent out 

five raids to attack them. The first time the Ghatafan defended 

themselves and defeated the Muslims. The second time the Muslims 

defeated the Ghatafan, who fled into the mountains, and stole their 

camels. The third time the Ghatafan fled before there was any fighting; 

but the Muslims stole more camels. 

Then Muhammad claimed that a Ghatafan chieftainess, Umm Qirfa, 

had sent a squad to Medina to kill him. He sent Zayd to fight her clan, 

but the Muslims lost the battle, and Zayd had to be carried home 

wounded. As soon as he had recovered from his injuries, Zayd brought 

the Muslim army back to Ghatafan land. They ambushed the clan, 

defeated its warriors and captured Umm Qirfa. Zayd ordered her legs to 

be tied to two camels and the camels to be driven to run in opposite 

directions until she was torn in two. Muhammad was delighted by 

Zayd’s account of his victory. 
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The murder of Umm Qirfa. Umm Qirfa’s daughter, Salma, was brought back to Medina as a slave for Aïsha, 
who later set her free. After Muhammad’s death, Salma led a rebellion against Islam. She too was defeated. 
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The plunder-auction at Muraysi. In this battle, each warrior was awarded forty goats or four camels or 
two-thirds of a slave. The captured clothes and weapons were auctioned for cash. 
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Muhammad’s greatest victory was not for either revenge or defence. The 

Kalb tribe, citizens of Dumat al-Jandal on the Syrian border, had never 

retaliated for Muhammad’s invasion attempt the previous year, which 

only confirmed his impression that they were a soft target. He sent 700 

armed men to invite them to Islam. If the Kalb did not accept the 

invitation, Muhammad instructed, “Attack in Allah’s name and in 

Allah’s pathway, and kill those who do not believe in Allah.” 

The Kalb tribe took no notice of the preaching, so the army had to start 

fighting. After they had besieged Dumat al-Jandal for three days, the 

chief agreed to become a Muslim. Several others followed his example. 

The rest were allowed to remain Christian, provided they paid a tax to 

Medina for the privilege. Muhammad’s army-commander married the 

chief’s daughter and brought her back to Medina, a hostage for her 

father’s obedience. 

This was Muhammad’s first jihad of pure conquest. It did not directly 

contribute to his goal of conquering Mecca; it was a side-line to terrify 

his neighbours, for, as he boasted, “Terror has made me victorious.” 

While the army was still in Dumat al-Jandal, Muhammad decided to 

launch another raiding-party. This time his target was the small but 

wealthy Mustaliq tribe, who had fought at the Battle of the Ditch and 

were still allies of Abu Sufyan. The Muslims located half of the tribe 

grazing their animals at a well and surrounded them before their victims 

noticed their arrival. Then the Muslims charged down to the wells, 

screaming, “Kill, kill, Victors!” The women, children and animals fled 

while the men desperately fought back, but the Muslims closed in on 

them. It was a matter of minutes before the battle was over and all the 

survivors were captured. Humans, camels, goats, weapons, bags and 

money were distributed among the Muslims. 

After nearly a month without their wives, the Muslims were desperate 

to rape their captives. They knew, however, that any who became 

pregnant would be sold at a much lower price. Was the solution to 

practise withdrawal? Muhammad said there was no point in trying to 

reduce the odds of pregnancy. “If Allah has destined a person’s 
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existence, that person will be conceived regardless.” So the men raped 

their captives without worrying about the consequences. 

Most Arabs understood that there were moral and immoral ways to fight 

wars. The Muslims were sometimes surprised by what Allah allowed. 

One warrior asked: “What happens when we attack the enemy by dark 

and we accidentally strike women or children?” Muhammad replied that 

there was nothing wrong with this, for, “They belong to the tribe too. 

There is no protection except with Allah and His Messenger.” Although 

Muhammad—like most Arabs—did not set out to kill non-combatants, 

he recognised that it was sometimes the only way to win the war. 

Muhammad was on constant alert for the Jews. He knew that the Nadir 

in Khaybar might invade Medina to reclaim their lost territory. He 

suspected a Hawazin tribe of collecting warriors to fight for Khaybar, 

so he sent Ali with a squad to fight them. The Hawazin fled, crying, 

“Misfortune! Muhammad is attacking us, and we are too weak to resist!” 

Ali stole 500 camels and 2,000 goats. 

Abu Rafi, the chief of Khaybar, had been active in organising the Battle 

of the Ditch. This gave five Muslims from the Wolf tribe the excuse to 

petition Muhammad: “You let the Lions kill Kaab Nadir. We want to be 

the ones to kill Abu Rafi.” Muhammad gave permission. The assassins 

knocked on Abu Rafi’s door, lying that they had a gift for him, then 

charged in with drawn swords and stabbed him on his own bed. 

Soon there were rumours that the new chief of Khaybar, Yusayr, was 

gathering an army of Ghatafan, or that he was already marching to 

Medina with an army of Jews. Although the spies could not agree on 

their story, Muhammad sent thirty Muslims to Khaybar with the 

instruction: “Don’t let Yusayr be seen again.” The Muslims lured thirty 

Jews out of the city for “peace talks”, stole their swords, then on a signal 

attacked and killed them. Yusayr fought back with a tree- branch; but 

only one Jew survived. 

One day Muhammad visited a suburban mosque. A nomad entered and 

rushed toward him. As Comrades grabbed at the stranger, a dagger fell 
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The assassination of Yusayr. The name of the one Jewish survivor is not known. The man who killed 
Yusayr was Abdallah ibn Unays, the same man who had also killed Abu Rafi and Khalid the Hudhayl chief. 
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Abu Sufyan strikes back. This episode is recorded in a confusing way. It is not clear when it happened; hence 
we do not know Abu Sufyan’s exact motive, or even whether he was really the person who hired the assassin. 
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out of his trousers. The man confessed that Abu Sufyan had bribed him 

to kill Muhammad. 

The nomad was of no importance; Muhammad set him free and sent 

him back to the desert. What mattered was that Abu Sufyan had 

attempted to hit back. Muhammad decided to survey the situation in 

Mecca at first hand. He announced that they would visit the Kaaba. 

1,400 Muslims volunteered for the excursion. They were dressed in the 

white robes of pilgrims but they were also carrying swords. 

The starving Quraysh were alarmed. They took it for granted that the 

pilgrim costumes were just a disguise for a military attack, and they 

agreed that the “pilgrims” could never be admitted to Mecca. They 

called up their allies from the neighbouring tribes to resist Muhammad. 

At first the Muslims agreed to fight anyone who blocked their way to 

the Kaaba. However, they had to reconsider when they saw the size of 

the Meccan army, which outnumbered them three to one. They camped 

in Hudaybiya Valley, just on the outskirts of Mecca. 

For several days they exchanged messages. Each time Muhammad said 

the same thing. “We haven’t come to fight; we’ve come to walk around 

the Kaaba; but of course we’ll fight anyone who blocks us.” 

Each time the Quraysh representative insisted, “You don’t have our 

permission to enter Mecca,” and warned him that he had no chance of 

winning if the Quraysh army decided to ambush Hudaybiya Valley. 

Muhammad’s bodyguard threatened to cut off a delegate’s hand. Abu 

Bakr told two of them to have oral sex with the goddess al-Lat. Uthman, 

who was Abu Sufyan’s cousin as well as Muhammad’s, “negotiated” by 

threatening military action in the future. 

Finally Muhammad was forced to accept the conditions imposed on him 

by the Quraysh elders. 
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The Treaty of Hudaybiya 

1. The Muslims and the Quraysh will not fight for the next ten 

years. 

2. The Muslims will not enter Mecca this year, but they may visit 

for three nights next year. 

3. Meccans who try to join Muhammad in Medina will be 

returned to Mecca BUT 

4. Medinans who join the Quraysh will be allowed to stay in 

Mecca. 

5. Other tribes may ally with either Muhammad or the Quraysh 

and become part of this treaty. 

The Khuza’a tribe announced on the spot, “We make a treaty  

with Muhammad!” 

The Bakr tribe responded, “We make a treaty with the Quraysh!” 

On the way home to Medina, Muhammad had to explain to his 

dismayed followers why he had surrendered to the humiliating treaty. 

He said that Gabriel had brought a new prophecy. 

Surely We have given to you a clear victory, that Allah may 

forgive your community their past faults and those to 

follow … (Q48:1-2) 

“Allah’s Messenger,” they asked, “is it really a victory?” 

“Certainly!” he replied. Gabriel promised them: 

Allah promised you many acquisitions which you will take 

… Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah, and those with 

him are firm of heart against the unbelievers, 

compassionate among themselves. (Q48:20, 29) 
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The negotiation at Hudaybiya. Muhammad’s two bodyguards hid their faces behind iron visors. If the 
Quraysh leader raised his voice, they interrupted and said: “Don’t shout at the prophet.” 
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Muhammad’s Wars of Attack and Defence 
Why Muhmmad fought 90 wars 

Muhammad’s unprovoked attacks 

Muhammad’s revenge attacks (in conflicts that he had started) 

Muhammad’s pre-emptive strikes (in conflicts that he had started) 

Muhammad’s defensive battles (in conflicts that he had started) 

Muhammad’s revenge attacks (in conflicts started by his opponents) 

Muhammad’s defensive battle (in a conflict started by his opponents). 

 
 

Note. Some conflicts involved more than one battle, e.g., the campaigns in 
Yemen and the robberies by Abu Basir.  Because we do not know exactly 
how many battles were fought, we must consider each of these battle-series 
as a single event.  In other conflicts there was no battle at all; but if 
Muhammad set out with the intention of fighting, we have included it in this 
chart as a “battle”. 
Sources 
Ibn Ishaq 281-310, 360-364, 369-391, 426-429, 433-439, 445-469, 482-493, 499-518, 
523, 530-536, 540-556, 561-576, 587-592, 602-609, 614, 652, 659-678. 
Waqidi: The whole book is about nothing but Muhammad’s battles. 
IbnSaad 2:1-238 is basically a summary of Waqidi’s book. 
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Summary 

• Muhammad launched a series of raids on surrounding tribes. A few 

of these were defensive, but most were in revenge or unprovoked. 

• He blocked Mecca and caused a famine there. 

• He conquered the Syrian city of Dumat al-Jandal and forced its 

citizens to pay taxes to him. 

• He tried to visit Mecca, but the Quraysh army blocked his way at 

Hudaybiya. He was forced to sign a humiliating treaty that bound 

him to a ten-year cease-fire on unequal terms. 
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The catapult at Fort Nizar. “Allah is greater! Khaybar is 
destroyed!  When we warn a people and then we arrive in their 
courtyard, it is their doomsday!” 
 



 

 

13 

Khaybar 
May 628—June 629 

Muhammad was looking for excuses to break the Treaty of Hudaybiya. 

Already the Quraysh had made one mistake. They had not discussed the 

famine in Mecca; there was nothing in the Treaty that directly required 

Muhammad to stop it. 

A Meccan named Abu Basir arrived in Medina to become a Muslim. 

Muhammad obeyed the Treaty and sent him home. However, Abu Basir 

murdered his Quraysh guard and escaped to the Red Sea coast. Soon he 

had attracted a gang of seventy men. They used to lie in wait to attack 

Quraysh caravans, steal merchandise and murder merchants. Within a 

few months they had destroyed the Meccan trade route. Abu Basir’s 

men all claimed to be Muslims; but Muhammad never told them to stop. 

Then a girl from Mecca turned up in Medina. When her brothers arrived 

to take her home, Muhammad told them that Gabriel had brought him 

a new prophecy. “The Treaty only concerns male people. If Muslim 

women immigrate to Medina, Allah forbids us to return them to Mecca.” 

Over the following months, several more Meccan women ran away to 

Medina, and they were all allowed to remain there. 

After the humiliation at Hudaybiya, Muhammad knew he needed to  

give his warriors a real battle that felt like a victory, with plenty of  

plunder. In summer he took 1,400 men and 200 horses to Khaybar  

to tackle the Jews. 

Khaybar, high in the mountains, was a ring of fortresses running sheer 

to the cliffs. Since its gates were never locked, the Muslims entered by 

night directly into its courtyard. At sunrise the Jews came outdoors 

carrying shovels, hoes and baskets. When they saw the Muslims, they 

screamed: “Muhammad! Muhammad and his armies!” They turned tail 

and fled back into their fortresses. 
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Muhammad’s army besieged the fortresses one by one. The Jews 

resisted them fiercely by firing arrows and rocks, but each time, the 

Muslims managed to force an entry. They captured one castle by 

charging its door. They captured another by blocking its water-sources; 

since the Jews were not able to remain thirsty, they emerged to confront 

the Muslims in a pitched battle. After the Muslims had taken over that 

fort, they discovered a giant catapult and two battering-rams. They 

catapulted the next castle until it sank to the ground, leaving the women 

and children to be captured by the army. 

However, Muhammad did not really want to destroy all the castles, as 

they were more useful to him intact. There was no more fighting after 

this; the sieges were a battle of wills between Muhammad and the Jews. 

It was two weeks before the last Jewish fortress surrendered and 

Muhammad possessed Khaybar. 

Muhammad granted the Jews their lives and the clothes in which they 

stood up. They gave him their land, trees, buildings, weapons, animals, 

furniture, pots, cloth, money and all other property, hiding nothing from 

his grasp on pain of death. Since he had no slaves to farm Khaybar for 

him, he allowed the Jews to remain there to manage the farms in 

exchange for giving him half the harvests. 

It took two days to share out all the plunder. Among it, Muhammad  

was looking for the fabulous jewels of the Nadir tribe; but he could  

not find them. He called Kinana, the Nadir treasurer, who swore that he 

did not have the treasure. Kinana’s elderly uncle then confessed  

under torture that some of it had been hidden in an old ruin. 

Muhammad sent his cousin Zubayr to dig it up; but he saw at once that 

half the jewels were missing. 

When Kinana refused to reveal where he had hidden the rest, Zubayr lit 

a firebrand and pushed it into Kinana’s chest. Kinana’s flesh burned 

until he was nearly dead, but he remained silent. When it was obvious 

that he could not talk any more, Muhammad ordered his head to be cut 

off. Then he called for Kinana’s brother Rabi, whom he treated the same  
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The murder of Kinana. The puzzle of why Kinana bravely chose to die in agony rather than give away his 
tribe’s treasure is not difficult. You can find out where he had hidden it in my earlier book, Unveiled. 
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The assassination of Muhammad. Safiya sat beside Muhammad in silence while he ate the poisoned 
mutton. She knew Zaynab well; yet Muhammad never suspected Safiya of sharing the guilt. 
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way; but Rabi would not talk either. Muhammad never found the 

remainder of the treasure. 

Kinana’s widow was among the war-captives. She was also the daughter 

of Huayy, the dead Nadir chief. Her beauty dazzled the Muslim warriors; 

and as soon as she stood before Muhammad, he claimed her as his share 

of the plunder. He named her Safiya because she had been his safi, a word 

meaning “selection from the plunder”, and he married her that night. 

Safiya flattered Muhammad as long as he lived. After his death she 

admitted: “I hated the Prophet more than anyone in the world, for he 

had killed my husband, my father and my brother.” 

Just before the army left Khaybar, a girl named Zaynab presented 

Muhammad with a pot of roast lamb. Muhammad hardly tasted the meat 

before he spat it out—it was poisoned. His friend Bishr turned green in 

the face, for he had already swallowed a bite. Muhammad called Zaynab 

back to ask why she had done this. 

“I wanted to kill you,” she said. “You killed my father, my uncle and my 

husband, and you took our property. I thought that if you were only an 

ordinary king, I would save everyone from you; and if you were a true 

prophet, poison could not harm you.” 

The Muslims shouted that they should kill her, but Muhammad forgave 

her in front of all the people. 

On the way home, Muhammad besieged the Jewish settlement at Wadi’l-

Qura. After he had destroyed the city, its citizens agreed to pay him half 

their produce in return for their lives. When the Jews in Fadak and 

Tayma heard of this, they too offered to send Muhammad half their 

produce if he did not attack them. There were no other significant 

Jewish settlements in Arabia; Muhammad now controlled all of them. 

Muhammad arrived back in Medina with gifts of velvet, beads and brass 

pots for his womenfolk. A diplomatic present awaited him. The 

Governor of Egypt had sent a polite reply to his convert-or-suffer letter, 

together with an array of gifts: five slaves, a white mule named 

Quickstep, a grey donkey named Dusty, a cloak, twenty fine robes and 
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25 years’ wages in gold. White mules were rare in Arabia, and 

Muhammad liked to ride Quickstep around town. 

He was now rich. He distributed 10% of Khaybar to himself, 10% to his 

wives, cousins and best friends, 30% to the Islamic state and 50% among 

the warriors who had fought in the campaign. 

“Now we’ll have enough to eat!” exclaimed Aïsha. She was 

disappointed. Since the family remained hungry as often as not, they 

must have donated most of their income to the poor or to the Islamic 

army. Fatima and Ali also complained that their children were hungry. 

Muhammad spent some of his new wealth on renovating the mosque. 

He moved the north and west walls outward (Abu Bakr had to move his 

house back in the process) until the courtyard was nearly twice its 

original size. To improve his volume for his growing audience, he 

commissioned a slave to build him a tamarisk-wood pulpit, high enough 

to require two steps up to his seat. He bought fine black robes trimmed 

with gold brocade, which he wore at Friday and festival prayers, then 

folded away as soon as prayers ended. 

He could afford to equip a hired army. He could think realistically about 

conquering Mecca. He certainly did not want to wait out the ten years 

of cease-fire that the Treaty of Hudaybiya required. 

Instead, Abu Sufyan travelled to Medina to appeal for an end to the 

famine. “You say that Allah sent you as a mercy for all the world,” he 

told Muhammad, “yet you have killed the fathers with the sword and the 

children with hunger. You ordered us to keep good relations with family, 

yet your Quraysh family is dying out.” 

After some negotiating, Muhammad gave the order to Thumama, and 

Thumama stopped blocking the trade-routes into Mecca. Muhammad 

no longer needed to starve the Meccans. He had enough control over 

them through the Muslim bandit Abu Basir. 

The final crime of Abu Basir’s gang was to jump on a caravan of thirty 

camels and strip each merchant of ten months’ wages in gold. The 

enraged Quraysh wrote a desperate letter to Muhammad. 
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Abu Sufyan begs for mercy. It was unthinkable in Arab culture that a man would plot to destroy his own 
tribe in the way that Muhammad was attacking and plotting against the Quraysh. 
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Muhammad and the three slaves. Muhammad was not personally racist; after all, his adopted son Zayd 
was a black man. Nevertheless, he made no real effort to oppose the racism of many of his fellow-Arabs. 
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We beg you: summon those men to yourself and inform 

them that they may take refuge in Medina, for we do not 

want them. 

As it happened, Abu Basir was too ill to travel, and he died with 

Muhammad’s summoning letter in his hands; but his seventy friends 

marched into Medina. The humiliating rule that required Muhammad to 

return runaways to Mecca had been cancelled. 

Scores of deserters from Mecca could now travel freely to Medina. The 

Muslims attributed these conversions to the civilised debates that could 

occur under the cease-fire. However, many of the converts were violent 

young men who wanted to fight or realistic types who wanted to join 

the winning team, for it was obvious that the Quraysh were exhausted. 

Among these new converts was Khalid, commander of the Meccan war-

horses, who now volunteered to lead Muhammad’s armies instead. 

Some of the conversions were helped along by bribery. One slave 

escaped to Medina in search of freedom. Muhammad had already 

accepted his oath of loyalty when his master turned up to demand his 

property back. Muhammad settled the problem by buying up his new 

friend with two black slaves whom he happened to have in his 

possession. After that he was careful to ask immigrants if they were free 

before accepting their oaths. 

However, there were also hundreds of new converts who were not from 

Mecca but from nomadic tribes. These people converted for political 

reasons: because Muhammad had fought them in the past or because 

they were afraid he might attack in the future. They could see that 

Muhammad was winning the war and that they might not be safe after 

he came to power. 

That winter Muhammad sent out three more military expeditions against 

his old enemies the Ghatafan (the third time it was because they looked 

as if they might fight back). He also attacked the Kilab; and he tried to 

attack the Hawazin, but they were nomads, and he never located them. 

In spring he made another assault against his inveterate foes the Sulaym; 
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but the Sulaym were ready for them. When the Muslim commander 

challenged them, “Convert to Islam, or we will fight you,” they replied, 

“We don’t want your Islam!” and rained a volley of arrows. The Muslims 

were defeated. 

In March it was time for Muhammad to claim the Quraysh tribe’s 

promise that he might visit the Kaaba in Mecca. He brought 2,000 fully-

armed men with him; only as they entered Mecca did they change into 

the white robes of pilgrims and reduce their weapons to one sword each. 

Muhammad rode his camel Slit-Ear. 

The Muslims kissed the Black Stone then trotted around the Kaaba at a 

fierce pace so that the Quraysh would not think they had become weak. 

They sacrificed oxen. Then Muhammad entered the Kaaba while Bilaal 

climbed to its roof and shouted the call to the Islamic midday prayers. 

Muhammad pushed the boundaries of the Treaty by refusing to pack up 

on the fourth day. A group of elders had to remind him, “Your time is 

up, so leave us!” 

Back in Medina, Aïsha was still hungry. She organised her co-wives into 

a lobby to beg Muhammad for money that would be truly their own. He 

firmly refused. 

From this time onward, Muhammad was frequently in pain. He blamed 

the drops of poison that he had swallowed from the roast lamb in 

Khaybar. His friend Bishr, who had swallowed a whole mouthful, was 

paralysed for nearly a year before he finally died. 

Muhammad then ordered that Zaynab the Poisoner should be brought 

to Medina and he handed her over to the judgment of Bishr’s family. 

They put her to death and crucified her corpse. 
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Muhammad’s wives beg for money. Abu Bakr and Umar demonstrated to Muhammad how to deal with 
begging wives by beating their daughters in front of him (Umar’s daughter Hafsa was also a wife of Muhammad). 
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After a quarrel in his family, Muhammad sealed Fatima’s font door in the 
mosque courtyard.  Her old back door became the only entry to her house. 

Plan of the Mosque in Medina 
September 628 
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Summary 

• Muhammad broke the Treaty of Hudaybiya by claiming that the 

returns-policy did not apply to women and by allowing a Muslim 

gang to rob Quraysh caravans. The Quraysh overlooked this. 

• Muhammad invaded, conquered and plundered Khaybar, the home 

of his Jewish enemies. The Jews were forced to pay him taxes, which 

made him wealthy for the rest of his life. 

• A Jewish woman tricked him into swallowing poison. 

• The surrounding tribes lost hope of stopping Muhammad’s raiding; 

they expected him to win the war. Large numbers of frightened or 

disgruntled Arabs converted to Islam and joined Muhammad in 

Medina. 

• As promised, the Quraysh allowed Muhammad to visit Mecca 

without being disturbed. 
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Caught in the act! Some versions of this story claim that Muhammad “ate honey” because honey was a common 
Arab metaphor for sex. Other versions admit directly that Muhammad’s “honey” was named Mariya. 



 

 

14 

The Year of Victory 
June 629—March 630 

Muhammad’s goal was to break the Treaty of Hudaybiya so that he 

could invade Mecca. 

In June he sent a squad of horsemen to attack a small sub-tribe of the 

Bakr. Since the Bakr were allies of the Quraysh, this was a clear breaking 

of the Treaty. Yet the downhearted Quraysh never challenged 

Muhammad about this betrayal. 

He sent a large raid against the Ghatafan, with orders to “show no 

mercy”; and he raided his new enemies, the Hawazin. 

A raid that he sent to the nomadic Christian tribes on the Syrian border 

failed because the nomads fought back. Soon afterwards, an allied tribe 

captured a Muslim messenger. When the man freely admitted to being a 

Muslim, they decided he was up to no good and they killed him. 

Soon there were rumours that the northern tribes were mustering their 

war-horses to invade Medina. The community was sick with dread. 

Muhammad lapsed into depression. 

He comforted himself by taking a new sex-slave. Mariya, a curly-haired 

beauty, was one of the slaves whom the Governor of Egypt had sent 

him. Before long Muhammad’s enraged wives formed a furious united 

front and demanded that he give her up. He rashly promised not to sleep 

with Mariya again. Then Gabriel told him that his promise was cancelled. 

The wives did not apologise; so for the next month Muhammad refused 

to speak to any of them. He spent the whole time in an attic with only 

Mariya for company. The Muslims dared not approach him and he 

refused to see anyone. 

The crisis passed. Muhammad emerged from the attic and offered his 

wives a choice. Gabriel said that they could be divorced and go to Hell 
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or they could obey him and go to Heaven. All nine of them chose  

to remain. 

To add to their humiliation, Mariya was pregnant. She was the first 

woman since Khadija whom Muhammad had impregnated. 

As usual, the rumours of a plot against Medina were false. The northern 

tribes did not attack, so Muhammad declared jihad on them. He 

appointed his ex-son Zayd as commander over an army of 3,000. 

The northern tribes had allies in the Roman Empire and time to collect 

reinforcements. By the time Zayd’s army reached Syria, he discovered 

that their foes numbered in the tens of thousands; and it was too late to 

avoid fighting. 

In the hopeless battle at Muta, Zayd was soon speared to death. In his 

place the Muslims elected the recent convert Khalid as their new 

commander. Of course the Muslims were defeated in the end; but 

Khalid managed to retreat quietly, so that most of the army escaped 

alive. Muhammad recognised Khalid’s skill in minimising their losses 

and named him “Allah’s Unsheathed Sword”. 

Muhammad, who had forbidden wailing at funerals, wept inconsolably 

over Zayd. 

Muhammad tried twice more to attack the northern tribes; but most of 

the nomads avoided his army. He also assassinated a Hawazin chief and 

yet again attacked the Ghatafan. 

Meanwhile the awkward Treaty of Hudaybiya was destroyed. The 

Khuza’a tribe, allies of the Muslims, owed blood-money to the Bakr, 

allies of the Quraysh. When a Bakr singer sang a song about 

Muhammad, a Khuza’a boy attacked him and injured his head; but the 

Khuza’a still refused to pay any compensation. The Bakr, assisted by a 

few Quraysh, launched a midnight revenge-raid against them. Twenty 

Khuza’a men were killed in the fight. 
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Muhammad the army-commander. Muhammad was competent at both strategising a battle and 
motivating his troops. A commander expected to lose up to 5% of his men in a major campaign; but when 
Muhammad conquered Mecca, he lost far fewer than 1%. 
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The conversion of Abu Sufyan. Abu Sufyan’s goal was to avoid a blood-bath. He co-operated with Muhammad’s 
conquest and was loyal afterwards. Yet he always hoped for an opportunity to put his own family back in power. 
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The Treaty was broken, and Muhammad was no longer bound to keep 

peace with the Quraysh. Abu Sufyan pleaded with him to restore the 

Treaty; but Muhammad refused. He ordered his men to prepare for war. 

He collected an army of 10,000 men. They came from multiple tribes. 

Those who had been wavering recognised that this was the point of no 

return and made their decision. The Sulaym and even Pop-Eye with a 

few Ghatafan came to support Muhammad. After a quick march 

through the desert they set up camp near Mecca at twilight on 11 January 

630. The Quraysh still had no idea that they were on their way. 

Abu Sufyan, fearing the worst, was out in the dark as a look-out. The 

Muslims captured him and brought him to Muhammad’s tent. He said 

that he no longer believed in any of the gods and that he doubted 

Muhammad was a prophet; but when Umar held a sword to his neck, 

Abu Sufyan spoke the words that made him a Muslim. 

In the morning Abu Sufyan entered Mecca ahead of the army with a 

warning to surrender. “Muhammad has arrived with an army that we 

cannot withstand. He says that whoever enters his house and lays down 

his weapons is protected!” 

Muhammad divided his vast army into four. He, Ali, Khalid and Zubayr 

each invaded Mecca from one of its four entrances, leaving every exit 

blocked. A few desperate resisters tried to block the north-eastern entry. 

Khalid’s war-horses met them there, charged the Meccans and flattened 

them in a very short battle. 

Muhammad’s horsemen entered from the north-west. They stampeded 

through the streets, killing whomever their swords met. Meanwhile, Abu 

Sufyan pushed his way through the scattering mob until he reached 

Muhammad and tendered Mecca’s formal surrender. 

Muhammad instructed his warriors to stop fighting and to attack only 

those who resisted them. That did not leave anyone for, as Abu Sufyan 

yelled at them not to commit suicide, the throngs all rushed to their 

homes and bolted themselves inside. They threw their weapons out of 

the windows for the Muslims to take. 
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Muhammad, wearing a black turban, rode Slit-Ear through the deserted 

streets until they reached the Kaaba. 

He had won. He owned the city of Mecca; its residents were, by right  

of conquest, his slaves. He proclaimed, “Allah is greater!” Then he 

circled the Kaaba seven times. He stabbed at all 360 of the idols and 

toppled them one after the other like dominoes. Bilaal called the people 

to midday prayers, and Muhammad stood at the temple door for his 

victory speech. 

“There is no god but Allah! He has granted victory to His army. O 

Quraysh, Allah has taken from you the arrogance of worshipping many 

gods. Nobody will be punished, for Allah is most merciful. O Quraysh, 

I set you free.” 

He was too wise to make them even angrier by keeping them as slaves 

or stealing their property. It was more useful to him that they should pay 

him taxes and military service voluntarily. He had made the cost of 

disloyalty so high that key people like Abu Sufyan would have more 

incentive to adapt to the change of government and remain loyal to him. 

After leading the prayer, he ordered all the idols around the Kaaba to  

be collected. One by one they were ceremonially smashed and thrown 

onto a bonfire. 

Muhammad vowed that polytheists from other tribes would be 

permitted to worship at the Kaaba and that their safety during the 

pilgrimage month was guaranteed. However, anyone who wished to 

continue living in Mecca was required to convert to Islam. That 

afternoon people lined up to testify their faith and swear first loyalty  

to him. 

Mr Stupid’s daughter muttered, “We will pray the Islamic prayers but we 

will never love the man who killed our friends!” 

The next day Muhammad encountered his cousin Fakhita, who had 

been his first love long ago. Since her husband had fled Mecca to avoid 

converting to Islam, Muhammad again asked Fakhita to marry him. She 

politely refused. 
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Muhammad destroys the idols in the Kaaba. “If you had seen Muhammad’s might, which smashed the idols 
left and right, you would have seen Allah’s great light and idol-worship hid with night.” (Fadala al-Laythi) 
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The hand of Fatima. The thief’s name was Fatima bint Aswad. After her public disgrace, her father rejected 
her, but her mother’s relatives took her in. Aïsha, who often helped her out with a little cash, believed her 
to be truly repentant. Fatima later married and she had at least one son. 
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He had to judge a theft case. A wealthy girl from Mr Stupid’s family had 

been caught out stealing a traveller’s bag. Muhammad ruled that her 

hand must be cut off. The Muslims were horrified; but Muhammad 

repeated that Allah’s command could not be violated. At evening 

prayers the girl’s right arm was laid on a block and her hand was sliced 

off. She left with blood pouring from her stump. 

Having secured Mecca, Muhammad’s next task was to conquer the 

surrounding nomadic tribes for Islam. 

He sent out squads to the major temples with instructions to smash the 

idols and attack any non-Muslims. They destroyed the Hudhayl idol of 

Suwa, the Mustaliq idol of Manat and the Daows idol of Dhu’l-Kaffayn. 

General Khalid smashed the idol of al-Uzza and killed the priestess of 

Her temple. 

Muhammad next sent squads to the nomads’ camps to invite people to 

Islam. It was not a jihad: people were only to be killed if they failed to 

convert. Khalid over-stepped his authority because he did kill nearly 

thirty men from the Jadhima tribe despite their declaration of faith. This 

was a personal revenge, for the Jadhima had decades ago murdered his 

uncle. Muhammad sent Ali to pay blood-money, but of course there was 

no question of punishing a military commander as talented as Khalid. 

The Hawazin tribe were alarmed. Assuming that they were next in  

the firing-line, they gathered their army, including their allies the Thaqif 

tribe in Taïf. Muhammad heard of it and marched out to meet them. 

The Hawazin ambushed the Muslims at Hunayn Valley. It was a fierce 

battle, but the Muslims overpowered the Hawazin and killed whomever 

they could. 

The victorious Muslims scooped up the civilian prisoners from the 

Hawazin camp: 6,000 women and children, 24,000 camels, 40,000 goats 

and cash worth 400 years’ wages. Muhammad sent them to a camp near 

Mecca for safekeeping, then marched on to punish Taïf. 

Taïf was a walled city, so Khalid directed a siege against its walls. Its 

citizens rained down arrows like a cloud of locusts. Abu Sufyan lost an 
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eye, and Abu Bakr’s son was wounded in the foot. Muhammad set up a 

catapult and fired double-pronged thorn-branches all around the 

fortress. The men of Taïf hurled scraps of blazing iron at the Muslims’ 

battering-ram, destroying it before it could be used. In the end the walls 

of Taïf proved too strong, and Muhammad had to call off the attack. 

Muhammad distracted his humiliated troops by dividing the Hawazin 

plunder. From his own 20% portion he shared out camels by the 

hundred to bribe new converts like Abu Sufyan. He also distributed the 

slaves. Two of the men had moral doubts: since their captives’ husbands 

were still alive, did raping the women count as adultery? Gabriel sent 

them a reassuring prophecy. 

Forbidden to you are … all married women except your 

own slaves. (Q4:24) 

The women were not enslaved for long, for the Hawazin men arrived to 

plead for their families. They had no money to buy them back, but 

Muhammad allowed them to take them home free on condition that 

they converted to Islam. 

Muhammad bribed Malik, the Hawazin army-commander, with a gift of 

100 camels. Malik became a Muslim, and Muhammad appointed him 

governor over the conquered territory surrounding Taïf. Before long the 

neighbouring nomadic tribes were also filtering in to swear first loyalty 

to Muhammad. 

He appointed a governor and two teachers over Mecca—for he had no 

thought of settling there as King. Although he had spent twenty years 

plotting to take over the Kaaba, he had lost the desire to live in its 

shadow. He had long since made his home among his most steadfast 

supporters in Medina. 
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The murder of the priestess of al-Uzza. Khalid reported that nothing in particular happened when he 
cut down al-Uzza’s three sacred trees and smashed Her idol; so Muhammad sent him back. On his second 
visit, Khalid met a wailing priestess, naked except for her jewellery, and he cut her in two halves. 
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The siege of Taïf. Muhammad promised freedom to any slaves in Taïf who defected to the Muslims; but first they had to 
find a way out of the closed city. Only ten slaves chose to escape.  One man was lowered down the wall on a pulley. 
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Summary 

• Muhammad broke the Treaty of Hudaybiya by deliberately attacking 

a Bakr sub-tribe. However, the Quraysh ignored it. 

• Muhammad attacked the northern tribes on the Syrian border. The 

Roman Emperor retaliated by sending a huge army, which defeated 

Muhammad’s forces. 

• The Treaty of Hudaybiya ended when the Bakr tribe, allies of the 

Quraysh, attacked the Khuza’a tribe, allies of Muhammad. 

• Muhammad invaded Mecca with an army of 10,000. Abu Sufyan, 

after being “converted” at sword-point, declared surrender. 

Muhammad destroyed the idols in the Kaaba and proclaimed Mecca 

to be a Muslim city. 

• Muhammad destroyed all the temples in the area around Mecca. The 

polytheists converted to Islam at sword-point. The Hawazin tribe 

tried to halt his progress, but he defeated them at Hunayn. 

• The only setback was his failure to capture the neighbouring city of 

Taïf. 
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Muhammad and his family. The names of Muhammad’s wives were Aïsha, Fatima (al-Aliya), Hafsa, Hind (Umm 
Salama), Juwayriya, Mariya, Maymuna, Mulayka, Ramla (Umm Habiba), Rayhana, Safiya, Saowda and Zaynab. 
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The Year of Deputations 
April 630—March 631 

By April 630 Muhammad’s household had reached its maximum size of 

eleven wives and two sex-slaves. They were a conflicted family. Some of 

his wives hated him; the others were in constant rivalry for his attention. 

Six of them were still teenagers. Aïsha was not secure about being his 

favourite; rather, she longed to be his only wife. 

That month his Egyptian sex-slave Mariya gave birth to a son. With great 

joy Muhammad announced from his pulpit: “A boy was born last night, 

and I have named him after my ancestor Ibrahim.” 

At first Ibrahim was breast-fed by a blacksmith’s wife; but her house was 

very smoky. Muhammad soon moved the baby to a cleaner foster-home. 

The proud father frequently jumped up to visit the foster-mother’s 

house, pulled Ibrahim from a feeding, hugged him and then left again. 

Most people agreed that the child was healthy and handsome. Only the 

jealous Aïsha asserted that he was no different from any other baby, for 

“any child would grow strong if he drank that much milk!” It was very 

difficult for Muhammad’s wives, for, as Aïsha said, “We were not given 

any children.” 

Muhammad, now a king over many regions, made the charity-tax 

compulsory for all his subjects. He sent out his tax-collectors to the ends 

of his domains. They collected 10% of the crops and 2.5% of the 

animals. This charity-tax was not used by Muhammad personally but 

was only to help the poor or to finance the Muslim army. 

Most of his traditional enemies were now defeated and paying him taxes. 

He was ready to begin new campaigns further away. He sent raiders to 

a tribe in the north. Within weeks, four northern tribes sent ambassadors 

to Medina to declare their voluntary submission to Islam. He sent raiders 

to tribes in the south. Several southern tribes presented themselves at 
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Medina uninvited to inform him of their conversion before he had a 

chance to fight them. 

He claimed that the powerful Tayy tribe owed him taxes. When they 

denied it, he accused them of burning the contract. Soon Ali’s war-

horses swept down on the tribe, smashing the idol of the god Fuls, and 

a procession of prisoners was herded back to Medina. Muhammad 

invited the prisoners to convert to Islam. Those who did so were set 

free. Those who refused were beheaded. 

Sixty Christians from Najran, Yemen, entered the mosque, and 

Muhammad invited them to embrace Islam. He argued that if they 

would only read their Bibles, they would find that it foretold his coming 

and that they must follow him. He warned them they had rebelled 

against Allah by believing He had a son, worshipping the cross and 

eating pork. 

The Christians kept it polite. Muhammad believed that Jesus was a 

miracle-worker; the Christians said that the miracles proved Jesus was 

God. Muhammad believed in the virgin birth; the Christians said that 

not having a human father proved that Jesus was God’s Son. They said 

that God spoke of Himself as “We” not “I” in the Bible, which 

suggested the Trinity. 

At first Muhammad could not think of any way to answer; but that night 

Gabriel brought him a long list of corrections to their theology. In the 

morning he told the Christians that they had no more excuse for 

rejecting Islam because Allah had sent them a direct message. 

When the Christians still refused to convert, Muhammad agreed to make 

peace with Najran if they would pay him an annual super-tax (jizya) of 

one gold coin (ten days’ wages) per head. 

In October Muhammad heard a rumour that the Roman Emperor was 

assembling his army at the Syrian border. He summoned his warriors 

from all the tribes of Arabia for a huge defensive effort. Tribes outside 

Medina obeyed his call, and Muhammad eventually gathered 30,000 men 

and 10,000 horses. 
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The conversion of the Tayy tribe. The Tayy chief, Adiy, escaped the Muslim raiders, but his sister, Safana, was 
captured and converted. She then persuaded her brother that becoming a Muslim would save him trouble. 
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The size of the enemy army. Muhammad punished three men who refused to march to Syria by forbidding 
everyone to speak to them for fifty days; but he did not dare punish Abdallah Lion. 
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At the first halt on their march, Abdallah, the once-powerful Lion chief, 

decided that he did not want to fight the Romans. He deserted, taking 

his friends home with him. As the rest of the army pushed northward in 

the scorching heat, one man after another dropped behind. 

They marched as far as Tabuk, a town in northern Arabia. There 

Muhammad learned that the rumour had been false. There was no 

Roman army on the Syrian border. The Emperor had no intention of 

attacking Arabia. Muhammad’s largest army yet had trudged through the 

wilderness for no reason at all. 

Never one to waste a journey, Muhammad sent Khalid’s horsemen to 

attack Dumat al-Jandal. Although Muhammad had partly conquered the 

city three years earlier, and the Kalb tribe was paying him taxes, other 

tribes lived there too. A Christian sub-tribe of Kinda owned a fortress 

there, and Khalid’s task was to conquer it. He achieved this by 

ambushing a hunting party, capturing the chief, then promising not to 

kill him if he would let the army into the fortress. The chief surrendered, 

and Khalid walked in. Soon the fortress belonged to the Islamic state. 

The surrender of Dumat al-Jandal, and the size of Muhammad’s army, 

frightened the citizens of Tabuk and of four of the nearby villages. They 

agreed to accept a Muslim governor and to pay an annual super-tax. 

Without further fighting, Muhammad’s great army returned to Medina. 

Meanwhile Malik, the appointed Governor of the Hawazin, had been 

waging a guerrilla jihad on the farmlands around Taïf. His gang stole all 

the animals discovered at pasture and started fights with any member of 

the Thaqif tribe who crossed their path. Soon the Thaqifites were too 

terrified to step beyond the city walls. After nine months of Hawazin 

raiding, seeing Islam spreading all around them, they sent a group of 

elders to Medina to announce their surrender. 

They objected to Muhammad’s demand that they destroy the temple of 

al-Lat. “Never! If the goddess finds out that we destroyed Her idol, She 

will kill our families!” 
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“Rubbish,” said Umar. “The goddess is a block of stone who doesn’t 

know whether you serve Her or not.” 

Muhammad said that they need not wield the pickaxe themselves, for a 

famous Thaqif murderer, who had long ago deserted Taïf to join Islam, 

volunteered to do the deed. 

Once Taïf had surrendered, there was a chain reaction all through 

Arabia. One tribe after another concluded that if Muhammad could 

conquer Mecca and Taïf, no other tribe had any chance of withstanding 

him. If Islam was a religion of peace, the way to be at peace with 

Muhammad was to submit to his demands before he started fighting. A 

few needed the hint of a letter from Islam’s Prophet; but most simply 

followed their neighbours. 

Over the next three or four months, over thirty deputations came to 

Medina from all over Arabia to tender their submission to Islam. 

Muhammad received the chiefs of the northern, southern, central and 

far eastern tribes. 

The visiting deputations were entertained in the homes of wealthy 

Muslims. After the tribe had testified that there was no god but Allah 

and that Muhammad was His prophet, Muhammad gave each guest a 

cash present, typically of a year’s wages in silver. He wrote them a 

contract confirming that they could buy safety if they paid and prayed. 

As he admitted: “There is disaster for one who disbelieves me and 

prosperity for one who believes in me and fights for me.” 

Muhammad often appointed the existing chief as the Muslim governor; 

and often he made the tribe a grant of their existing land. There were no 

mistakes about his requirements, for he sent them home with a tax-

collector and a Quran-teacher. 

Muhammad granted special rights to one-God religions. Although he 

now hated the Jews, it was too late to change his original claims about 

their special status; and he had no direct quarrel with the Christians. He 

therefore allowed that if they obeyed his orders and paid him the annual 

super-tax of one gold coin per head (plus the ordinary tax of 10% of  
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Muhammad receives a deputation. One Arab who managed to avoid converting to Islam was Pop-Eye 
the Ghatafan chief. Muhammad forgot that his new ally had never formally declared the faith. 
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Muhammad briefs his governors. Muhammad promoted competent new converts like Abu Sufyan and 
Khadija’s son Tahir in preference to old friends from Medina. 
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their harvests), they could keep their religion, places of worship, land, 

property and lives. 

Muhammad’s Treaty with the Conquered Tribes 

You submit to Allah and testify to Islam. Therefore: 

1. You will smash your idols and build a mosque. 

2. You will not teach your old religion to your children. 

3. You will pray at the five appointed times every day. 

4. You will live by Allah’s sharia. 

5. You will pay the charity-tax of 10% of your harvest and 2.5% 

of your farm animals every year. 

6. You will fight in the jihad as required. 

7. You will pay 20% of your war-booty to Muhammad. 

If you do all this, you will be safe from Muhammad’s army. Your 

person and property will not be attacked. 

Abdallah the old Lion chief died, and his family called Muhammad to 

recite the funeral prayers. 

Umar was shocked. “Are you going to pray over Allah’s enemy?  

You must remember when he …” Umar made a long story of all 

Abdallah’s sins. 

Muhammad smiled and said, “I have a choice, Umar, to pray for him or 

not. It won’t do any good, for Allah won’t forgive him.” 

Muhammad said the prayers then walked with the funeral procession 

and watched the burial. Soon afterwards, Gabriel told him not to  

pray for any more polytheists. Muhammad no longer needed to grant 

them any favours, for they had become a minority. Muhammad was 

King. He had Arabia. 
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In March 631 Muhammad sent Abu Bakr to Mecca to supervise the 

Great Pilgrimage rituals at the Kaaba. Arabs from all over Arabia circled 

the Kaaba, ran between the two hills, threw pebbles at the pillar and 

slaughtered their sacrifices, just as they always had. 

On Slaughter Day Ali stood up to read a new prophecy that Muhammad 

had entrusted to him. 

“Allah declares that He has cancelled Muhammad’s promise. Non-

Muslims are now forbidden to visit the Kaaba or even to enter in Mecca. 

Allah will bring disgrace and painful punishment to non-Muslims, and 

no non-Muslim will go to Heaven.” 

“If they can’t even enter Mecca,” complained the citizens, “we’ll lose our 

markets, trade will be destroyed, and we’ll have to take a cut in our 

standard of living.” 

Fortunately Allah had anticipated the loss of trade. The Jews and 

Christians would pay. The Muslims must fight the People of the Book, 

who might then keep their faith if they paid the super-tax to the Islamic 

state. 

If you fear poverty then Allah will enrich you out of His 

grace if He please; surely Allah is Knowing, Wise. Fight 

those who do not believe in Allah … out of those who 

have been given the Book, until they pay the tax in 

acknowledgment of superiority and they are in a state of 

subjection. (Q9:28b-29) 

There was no super-tax for polytheists. The new rule was: 

Slay the idolaters wherever you find them and take them 

captives and besiege them and lie in wait for them in every 

ambush. (Q9:5) 

Islam was at war with polytheists everywhere and forever. Their only 

escape was to turn to Islam, pray and pay, for Allah was kind and 

merciful. Otherwise they were sentenced to death. 
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The Verse of the Sword. The first part of chapter 9 is the Quran’s war-rally. It was delivered at a time of 
peace and security, when Islam was dominant in Arabia, to call the Muslims to wars of conquest. 
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Why the Christians did not believe Muhammad 

❖ The Bible says that Jesus is God’s 
final message to the human race 
(Matthew 11:13; Hebrews 1:1) so 
the Christians did not expect 
another prophet. 

❖ Muhammad claimed that Jesus 
had never been crucified, so he 
had rejected the centre-point of 
Christianity. 

❖ Muhammad never spoke about 
Jesus’ resurrection; but 
presumably he did not believe in 
it, since he denied that Jesus had 
died. 

❖ Muhammad claimed that Jesus 
was just a prophet and not God. 

Their saying, “Surely we have 
killed the Messiah, Jesus son of 
Mary, the messenger of Allah.” 
They did not kill him, nor did they 
crucify him … they killed him not 
for sure. (Q4:157) 

 

 

❖ Muhammad taught that Muslims 
earn their way to Heaven by good 
works. This contradicted Jesus’ 
teaching that nobody is good 
enough to do that. Instead, Jesus 
promised eternal life as a free gift 
to everyone who repented. 

❖ Muhammad claimed that the 
Bible foretold his coming. To the 
Christians, the only parts of the 
Bible that looked like a 
foretelling of Muhammad were 
warnings against false prophets. 
Muhammad’s wars, rapes and 
amputations looked like the “bad 
fruit” of Matthew 7:15-23. 
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Summary 

• Muhammad continued to fight various tribes at increasingly further 

distances from Medina. 

• After several months of being raided by Muslims, Taïf surrendered 

to Islam. 

• Tribes from all over Arabia sent deputations to declare their 

conversion to Islam. They had to destroy their idols, pray the Islamic 

prayers, pay taxes to Medina and fight in the army. However, Jews 

and Christians were allowed to keep their faith if they paid super-tax. 

• Muhammad had control of all Arabia: he was “king” everywhere, and 

nearly everyone was a Muslim. 

• A new prophecy commanded Muslims to wage war against all 

polytheists everywhere until they converted to Islam or were killed. 
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The destruction of Dhu’l Khalasa Temple. Dhu’l-Khalasa was a god of oracles and divination. The Muslims 
agreed not to behead one of the fortune-tellers because he broke his divining arrows and converted to Islam. 
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The Final Year 
April 631—June 632 

Muhammad’s health was failing. His stomach-pains, which he blamed 

on the poison that he had swallowed three years earlier at Khaybar, were 

becoming more severe. 

He was an expert on folk-medicine. He recommended sniffing at Indian 

incense to treat tonsillitis, drinking honey for diarrhoea, applying truffle-

water to eye-diseases and chanting a healing-charm for earache and 

scorpion-stings. For his poison, he had his skin burned with hot metal 

and he had blood let from his forehead, left arm and the back of his 

neck. None of it relieved his pain. 

A few stubborn areas of Yemen that still remained independent were 

Muhammad’s final project. He was never again present on a battlefield 

in person; he sent his commander Khalid to deal with them. “Call them 

to Islam without violence,” he instructed. “If they haven’t converted at 

the end of three days, fight them.” 

Khalid sent out his sword-wielding missionaries in all directions, 

promising, “If you accept Islam, you will not be attacked.” He was soon 

able to report: “They have surrendered without any fighting. I am staying 

among them to teach them about Islam.” 

Khalid’s converts demolished the temple of the god Khalasa. The local 

tribes defended their white quartz idol desperately and fought off the 

destroyers until three hundred of their warriors were killed; but the battle 

was in vain. The Muslims slew the temple-priests, set the building on 

fire and burned it to ashes. 

Muhammad sent Ali to continue the work. Ali began by sending his 

horsemen on a pillaging trip. Only after rounding up captured people, 

animals and property did he invite the tribe to Islam. The people refused 

and started a fight. Ali fought them back until twenty men were killed 
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and the rest scattered in defeat. Soon their elders approached Ali to 

testify to the whole tribe’s conversion to Islam and offering an advance 

payment of their first charity-tax. 

Other tribes of Yemen presented themselves at Medina without resisting 

the Muslims. There were not as many deputations as in the previous 

year, only the last few stragglers. Polytheists prayed and paid; Jews and 

Christians paid super-tax. Muhammad’s tax-collectors and Quran-

teachers took over Yemen. 

Arabia was said to be “laden with faith,” and every tribe was  

officially Muslim. 

Muhammad’s task had not ended with the uniting of Arabia. As he 

explained it: “Allah has sent me as a gift of mercy to all the world. I have 

been raised up for the victory of one nation and the downfall of another. 

I have been commanded to fight against people until they testify that 

there is no god but Allah and that Muhammad is Allah’s Messenger.” 

However, he had no immediate plan for his next campaign. For several 

months he ruled from Medina. 

Speaking for Allah, he answered scientific questions. Mountains existed 

to prevent earthquakes. Shooting-stars were flung by angels to keep 

away demons who tried to spy on Heaven. When the sun set, it travelled 

to the far west until it sank into a muddy pond. Cocks crowed because 

they had seen an angel and donkeys brayed if they saw a demon. Satan 

spent the night inside human noses, so one should clean one’s nose three 

times on awakening. He was not worried that his washing-water came 

from a well into which dead dogs, used menstrual cloths and chamber-

pots were thrown: “Water is pure and is not made dirty by anything.” If 

a fly fell into a drink, he advised: “Dip the whole fly right in, for on 

one wing is disease and on the other an antidote.” 

He encouraged questions to make his teaching clearer and he praised 

Aïsha for asking a lot of them; but he disliked questions that expressed 

doubt or criticism. He warned: “People in past times were only 

destroyed asking too many questions and disagreeing with their  
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Muhammad answers scientific questions. All of Muhammad’s present-day descendants are through his daughter 
Fatima’s children: Hassan, Hussayn, Zaynab and Umm Kulthum. (Her fifth child, Muhassin, died in infancy.) 
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The critical slave. The Arabs acquired slaves by buying kidnap-victims, by capturing prisoners-of-war and by 
breeding existing slaves. A free Muslim could not be enslaved, but there was nothing wrong with keeping a convert 
in slavery. Allah rewarded an owner who freed a Muslim slave but there was no reward for freeing a non-Muslim. 
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prophets.” Even small disobediences irritated him. He went into Fatima 

and Ali’s house in the dead of night to wake them for night prayers. Ali 

sleepily murmured, “Allah will wake us for them if it’s His will.” 

Although the night prayers were optional, Muhammad complained, 

“Man is most of all given to contention!” (Q18:54). 

Islam was a club based around Muhammad’s personality. People did not 

look at him directly or speak in his presence. The Muslims ran to touch 

his used bathwater. He only had to hint at a wish, and someone was sure 

to carry it out. 

When a Muslim abandoned Islam altogether, there was no need to bring 

the case to the law-court or even to call witnesses. One of the governors 

in Yemen met an ex-Muslim; he refused to sit down until the man was 

killed. So as not to keep the governor standing, the ex-Muslim was 

beheaded on the spot. 

Any claim that Allah’s Messenger might do wrong was a capital crime. 

When a dead woman was found stabbed through the stomach, 

Muhammad appealed to the congregation: “I require the man who has 

done this to stand up.” 

A trembling blind man arose and confessed. “Allah’s Messenger, she 

was my slave.” The sharia forbade a master to kill his slave without good 

reason, so the man explained himself further. “Though she bore me two 

sons and she was my companion, she used to insult and sneer at you. I 

told her to stop and I scolded her, but she kept on doing it. Last night 

she slandered you again, so I took a dagger and stabbed her.” 

Although there were no other witnesses to the slave’s crime, 

Muhammad judged: “There is no punishment for her blood.” 

As Muhammad reminded his friends, “I have been commissioned to 

perfect the virtues.” His life was the example for everyone. 

Certainly you have in the Messenger of Allah an excellent 

exemplar for him who hopes in Allah. (Q33:21) 
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In case his example was in doubt, he made rules for everything. Angels 

did not enter a house that contained pictures. Nor should a householder 

keep gold or silver cups. Hair should only be combed on alternate days. 

Wigs and black hair-dye were forbidden, though red, brown and yellow 

dyes were encouraged. Women might wear gold and silk, but men were 

only allowed silver. Men were encouraged to wear perfume, but women 

should only wear scentless ointments in public. Women were forbidden 

to tattoo. Bells and flutes were satanic, but drums were allowed. 

Professional singers were allowed only at weddings, but private singing 

was allowed if the songs were suitable. Betting on archery contests or 

horse or camel races were allowed (Slit-Ear always won) but other forms 

of gambling were forbidden. 

One day Muhammad ordered every dog in Medina to be killed. When 

dead dogs littered all the streets, some farmers pleaded for mercy for 

their worker-dogs. Muhammad reconsidered. He decided that red and 

yellow dogs could be allowed for farm work. However, black dogs came 

from Satan and must never be left alive. 

Muhammad never made a clear, direct statement about who should rule 

his kingdom after his death. Aïsha always insisted that he intended her 

father Abu Bakr to become his immediate successor, most likely to be 

followed by Umar. Ali assumed that he and his sons had a right of 

inheritance in the situation. Abu Sufyan and his son Muaawiyah hoped 

to take control back into their family but they were willing to wait for 

the right time. 

Muhammad’s son Ibrahim was too young to be a candidate. In fact he 

did not live long enough to create complications for the adult rivals. He 

became sick that winter and died in January. Muhammad told Mariya to 

stop crying; yet his own eyes leaked as the baby was buried. 

Muhammad had not made the Great Pilgrimage at the Kaaba since  

he began to be a prophet. In March he took his whole family to Mecca, 

and Muslims from all over Arabia gathered there. It was the first 

Muslim-only Great Pilgrimage and the greatest community festival since 

Islam began. 
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The slaughter of the dogs. Muhammad said that angels did not visit any house that had a dog. He gave 
the order to kill dogs because in one of his houses he found a puppy belonging to his grandsons. 
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The Farewell Sermon. Ritual purity is very important in Islam. Aïsha was not allowed to circle the Kaaba 
because she was menstruating and therefore ritually unclean. She had to wait in Mecca for several days 
before she could complete this part of her pilgrimage. 
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Dressed in a white sheet with his right shoulder exposed, he rode Slit-

Ear into Mecca. He demonstrated to the crowd exactly how to perform 

a correct pilgrimage. Then he stood and preached his final sermon. 

Extracts from Muhammad’s Farewell Sermon 

Your lives and possessions are sacred. All Muslims are brothers, 

so do not steal from one another. 

Repay your loans, but charging interest is forbidden. 

If your relative was killed before Islam, do not claim blood-

money. 

Extra months to adjust the calendar are for unbelievers. We 

recognise only twelve months in a year. 

Treat women kindly, for they are like your farm-animals and do 

not possess their own bodies. They have the right to food and 

clothes. If they do not behave modestly, their husbands may beat 

them, but not severely.  

I have left with you the Book of Allah and the example of His 

prophet. If you hold fast to them, they will never lead you astray. 

He finished by asking the crowds, “Have I have delivered Allah’s 

message properly?” 

Of course they responded, “Yes!” 

Back in Medina, life continued as usual for two months. Muhammad 

launched his final military expedition, designed to bring some of Syria 

under his control. There was no threat from Syria; it was the first step 

to conquering the whole world. 

“Fight in Allah’s pathway,” he instructed his commander, “and kill 

whoever disobeys Allah. Heaven is under the flash of your sword.” 

Then he suffered a headache. One afternoon he nearly collapsed. Ali 

half-carried him to Aïsha’s house. Fatima told the other wives that he 



234 Unsheathed: The Story of Muhammad 
 

 

could not be moved again, and they all agreed to let him stay with Aïsha 

for as long as he was ill. 

For thirteen days, Aïsha nursed him, while he ran a high fever and his 

pain steadily worsened. At nights he tossed and turned in bed, moaning 

and groaning, until Aïsha scolded, “You would never have tolerated this 

behaviour from any of your wives!” When Muhammad became too 

feverish to leave his bed, he said that Abu Bakr must lead the prayers. 

In his clear-headed moments he continued with his instructions. 

“Prayers!” he kept repeating. “And slaves! Fear Allah in how you treat 

your slaves.” He freed all the slaves in his household, including his three 

sex-slaves. “Drive the polytheists out of Arabia,” he continued. “There 

must be only one religion in Arabia. I will drive out the Jews and 

Christians and leave only Muslims.” He reminded his army-commander: 

“March out tomorrow with Allah’s blessing.” 

Lying with his head in Aïsha’s lap, he was restless and could not sleep. 

He fretted about some gold coins that he had entrusted to her and 

insisted that she give them to Ali to be distributed among the poor. He 

asked for a toothbrush. Aïsha chewed a mustard-twig to soften it for 

him, and he brushed vigorously.  

“I want to be with the people of Heaven,” he said. “O Allah, forgive my 

sins and let me enter Heaven.” Those were his last words. His head grew 

heavy in Aïsha’s lap, until she realised that he had died. It was 10 June 

632. He was 61 years old. 

Abu Bakr walked in a few minutes too late. He kissed the corpse, then 

went out to the courtyard, where Umar was babbling that Muhammad 

could not really be dead. Abu Bakr remained calm until he had the 

crowd’s attention, then proclaimed the news. 

“O people, if anyone worships Muhammad, Muhammad is dead; but if 

anyone worships Allah, Allah is alive forever!” 
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The great commission. Muhammad’s army-commander was his ex-grandson, Usama, son of Zayd. Even 
after disinheriting Zayd, Muhammad continued to favour Usama like a grandson. He told the Muslims that 
Usama was mature enough to be an effective military conqueror, even though he was only twenty years old. 
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The death of Muhammad. While Aïsha was nursing Muhammad through his final illness, her pet goat ate 
the only copy of some Quran verses. Those verses are missing from the Quran to this day. 



The Final Year 237 
 

 

Summary 

• Muhammad expected to die because he was in constant pain, which 

he attributed to the poison that he had swallowed at Khaybar. 

• He continued to conquer Yemen; he collected taxes from and sent 

teachers to the whole of Arabia; and he made plans to invade Syria. 

• He made a final pilgrimage to Mecca, where he preached a Farewell 

Sermon and announced that he had completed his prophetic task. 

• He died of a fever on 10 June 632 at the age of 61. 
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Aïsha teaches from the Quran. It is estimated that one-quarter of all Islamic law and tradition comes from 
Aïsha. She was also skilled at arithmetic, folk medicine and poetry. She died in 678. 



 

 

Epilogue 
The Muslims elected Abu Bakr as the successor (khalifa or Caliph) to 

Muhammad and leader of the Islamic state. Ali was disappointed not to 

be chosen but he made no trouble. Fatima died only six months later. 

After Muhammad’s death, several of the Arab tribes declared they would 

never again pay tax to Medina and they abandoned Islam. Abu Bakr 

determined to fight the rebels until they returned to Islam and paid every 

penny due “down to the last camel’s bridle.” He collected the army and 

fought the rebels. 

By the time Abu Bakr died of a fever in 634, he had once again brought 

all Arabia under the control of Islam. Umar, whom he appointed as the 

second Caliph, began his rule over Islam as King of Arabia. 

For ten years, Umar acted on Muhammad’s call and dedicated himself 

to conquest. He sent his armies to the Christian territories of Iraq, Syria, 

Jordan, Jerusalem and the Holy Land, much of the Eastern Roman 

Empire, Egypt, Mauritania and Morocco and the Zoroastrian lands in 

Iran and parts of Afghanistan. He was victorious, and so these  

territories fell under Islamic rule. He governed by sharia “with the most 

complete success.” 

In 641 Umar obeyed Muhammad’s deathbed wish. He expelled all the 

Jews and Christians from Arabia. They settled in Syria, where they 

continued to pay their super-tax. 

Meanwhile, Muhammad’s widow Aïsha hung a curtain in her house and 

sat behind it so that men could hear her without seeing her. She devoted 

the rest of her life to teaching Islam and giving legal judgments according 

to sharia. She was considered a very learned person: senior Muslims 

consulted her. Her work preserved the teachings of Muhammad and 

shaped much of Islamic belief and behaviour into the form it has held 

ever since. 

Umar was an Emperor long before 644, when an angry slave 

assassinated him. His closest companions elected Uthman as the third 
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Caliph. Uthman was not particularly clever or brave, but he was 

Muhammad’s son-in-law and a cousin of Abu Sufyan, and the electors 

could not agree over anyone better. 

For the next twelve years, Uthman followed Umar’s master-plan to rule 

by sharia and conquer the world. He attacked Cyprus and Spain, and 

adding the remaining provinces of North Africa, Anatolia (modern 

Turkey), Persia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, most of modern Afghanistan and 

parts of western India (modern Pakistan) to the Islamic empire. 

Abu Sufyan lost his second eye while he was fighting a jihad, so he never 

had to fight again. He lived to be 85. He died more or less happy, 

knowing that his cousin Uthman was a great Emperor and that his 

family was powerful beyond their dreams. 

In 652 Uthman standardised the Quran, making many small changes, 

and ordered all the variant copies to be burned. He had the chapters 

arranged in the same order that they appear today, approximately from 

longest to shortest, which is nearly the reverse of the order in which they 

were written. 

Uthman was assassinated by a rebellious mob in 656. The Muslims 

elected Ali as the fourth Caliph. Aïsha, who hated Ali, set up a rival party 

to fight him for the throne. Ali’s army defeated Aïsha’s at Basra during 

a bloody battle in which a quarter of the warriors were slain. No sooner 

was Ali established than he suffered a fresh challenge from Abu Sufyan’s 

son Muaawiyah. They fought for the throne for the next four years. 

Finally Ali was assassinated by a Yemenite rebel in 661. 

Ali’s sons did not have the political or personal strength to resist Abu 

Sufyan’s son for long. Muaawiyah took control as fifth Caliph and 

ruled for nearly twenty years without serious opposition. Clever and 

patient, he resumed the agenda of world-conquest, strengthening 

Islamic command over the former Persian Empire and overrunning 

Sudan. He died naturally in 680. 

The basic conflict between Ali and Muaawiyah was never resolved. 

Muslims who believed that Islam’s leader could only be a descendant of 
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The Islamic Conquests 

Conquered by Muhammad 623-632 

Conquered by the first four Caliphs 632-661 

Conquered by the Umayyads 661-750 

The Islamic Conquests 
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Muhammad (and hence of Ali) were already known as Shia (“party 

supporters”). Those who believed that the Muslims should elect a Caliph 

to rule them were known as Sunni (believers in the “customs” or sunna 

of Muhammad). This internal dispute among Muslims about who 

should lead them has been a constant interruption to the efforts of both 

factions to conquer the world. 

Muhammad, who is dead, lies buried where he died. 

Allah, who is alive in the hearts of Muslims, has never changed the 

message that He delivered through His final prophet. This is that all 

human beings must submit to Allah, testify that He is One and 

acknowledge that Muhammad is His messenger. 

It is because the world is full of people who reject this message and who 

do not submit to Allah that the sword of Islam has never been sheathed. 
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Appendix 

List of Names 
Historical, Mythological and Supernatural Characters 

Abraham is a Biblical character whom Muhammad claimed as an important 

prophet and the ancestor of all the Arabs. Note that the Bible does not present 

him as a prophet. 

Allah (“the God”) was the deity worshipped by Muhammad. 

al-Lat (“the Goddess”) was an earth-mother goddess, patron deity of Taïf. 

al-Uzza (“the Powerful One”) was a virgin star-goddess of military victory, patron 

deity of Mecca. 

Asiya, Queen of Egypt was the name that Muhammad gave to the Egyptian 

princess who rescued the infant Moses. 

Buwaana was an oracle-god especially loved by Muhammad’s family. 

Dhu’l-Kaffayn (“lord of the two palms”) was patron deity of the Daows tribe. 

Dhu’l-Samawi (“lord of the heavens”) was a star-god of healing and camels, 

patron deity of the Kilab tribe. 

Flash (Buraq) was a winged mule who Muhammad claimed had transported him 

to Jerusalem and back in one night. 

Fuls was a protective mountain-god of nature and agriculture, patron deity of the 

Tayy tribe. 

Gabriel is a Biblical character, the angel who Muhammad claimed brought him 

Allah’s messages after 613. The Bible also presents Gabriel as an important 

messenger from God to the prophets. 

Haman is a Biblical character who appears as a villain in one of Muhammad’s 

prophecies. He is also presented as a villain in the Bible. 

Hubal (“the Lord”) was a rain-god of divination and oracles. Some scholars 

believe this was an alternative name for Allah, but others disagree. 

Jesus is a Biblical character whom Muhammad claimed as an important prophet 

but not as God. Note that Jews do not consider Jesus to be a prophet while 

Christians claim that He is God made human. 
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Job is a Biblical character whom Muhammad claimed as a prophet. Note that the 

Bible does not present him as a prophet. 

Khalasa was an oracle-god worshipped in southern Arabia. 

Manaf was a mountain-god who protected against the Evil Eye. His cult was 

popular in Mecca. 

Manat was a crone-goddess of death, destiny and time, patron deity of Medina 

and the Mustaliq tribe. 

Mary, the Virgin is a Biblical character who appears in some of Muhammad’s 

prophecies. 

Moses is a Biblical character whom Muhammad claimed as an important prophet. 

In the Bible Moses is presented as the first and greatest prophet. 

Nasr was a vulture-god of intelligence and the desert, patron deity of the Himyar 

tribe in Yemen. 

Noah is a Biblical character whom Muhammad claimed as a prophet. Note that 

the Bible does not present him as a prophet. 

Pharaoh was the title of the Kings of Egypt. A generic “Pharaoh” appears as a 

villain in some of Muhammad’s prophecies. 

Satan is a Biblical character whom Muhammad claimed as an evil angel. The Bible 

also presents him as an evil angel. 

Seraphiel was the angel who Muhammad claimed brought him Allah’s messages 

in the period 610-613. No individual angel of this name is mentioned in the Bible, 

although a “seraph” is a type of angel. 

Shams (“sun”) was a sun-goddess of wisdom and justice. 

Solomon is a Biblical character whom Muhammad claimed as a prophet. Note 

that the Bible does not present him as a prophet but rather as a man who rejected 

God. 

Suwa was a night-goddess of peace and beauty, patron deity of the Hudhayl tribe. 

Wudd was a fatherly moon-god of love and friendship, patron deity of the Kalb 

tribe in Dumat al-Jandal. 

Yaghuth was a lion-god of military victory. His cult was popular in Yemen. 

Yawuq was a horse-god of protection and intelligence. His cult was popular in 

Yemen. 
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Places and Tribes 

Arabia, the peninsula where Arabs live. 

Asad, a large nomadic tribe from central Arabia. The family of Zaynab bint Jahsh 

was originally from this tribe. 

Badr, an oasis-town about three days’ journey west of Medina, the scene of a 

famous battle. 

Bakka, a tribe of Arabia. 

Bakr, a tribe living in and near Mecca, related to the Quraysh and the Jadhima. 

They were friendly to the Quraysh and hence hostile to Muhammad. One of 

Muhammad’s wives, Mulayka, was from this tribe. 

Basra, a city in what is now Iraq, though in Muhammad’s time this area was part 

of the Roman province called “Syria”. 

Daows, a tribe from southern Arabia. 

Dumat al-Jandal, an ancient trading city on the Syrian border. 

Egypt in Muhammad’s time was part of the Roman Empire. 

Ethiopia in Muhammad’s time included the modern countries of Somalia, Eritrea 

and Djibouti. It was a Christian empire known as Abyssinia or Axum. 

Fadak, a Jewish town in Arabia. 

Ghassan, a group of mainly Christian tribes in northern Arabia. 

Ghatafan, a large nomadic tribe. Its sub-tribes included the Abs, the Ashjaa, the 

Badr, the Fazara (the dominant clan, to which Pop-Eye belonged), the Murra and 

the Thaalaba. 

Hadarami, a tribe of Arabia. 

Hanifa, a farming tribe from central Arabia. 

Harith, a tribe from Yemen. 

Hashim, the clan of Quraysh to which Muhammad belonged. 

Hawazin, a group of nomadic tribes living in the Taïf area. 

Hilal, a small tribe belonging to the Amir group who had settled in Mecca. Two 

of Muhammad’s wives, Zaynab “Umm al-Masaakin” and Maymuna, were from 

this tribe. 
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Hiraa, a mountain near Mecca. Muhammad’s first vision was in a cave in this 

mountain. 

Hudaybiya, a valley on the outskirts of Mecca, the scene of a famous armistice. 

Hudhayl, a large nomadic tribe living between Mecca and Taïf. 

Hunayn, a valley between Mecca and Taïf, the scene of a famous battle. 

Kaab, a nomadic tribe from central Arabia belonging to the Amir group. 

Kaaba, the (“the Cube”), the temple of 360 gods that was the centre of political 

power in Mecca. 

Kalb, a large Christian tribe in northern Arabia. They were the dominant residents 

of Dumat al-Jandal, but there were also nomadic clans. One of these was the 

Udhra, the original clan of Zayd ibn Haritha. 

Khaybar, a Jewish city three days’ journey north of Medina. 

Khuza’a, a tribe living in Mecca. They were hostile to the Quraysh and hence 

friendly to the Muslims. 

Kilab, a nomadic tribe in central Arabia belonging to the Amir group. Two of 

Muhammad’s wives, Fatima al-Aliya and Amra, were from this tribe. 

Kinda, a very large tribe with clans scattered all over Arabia. One of Muhammad’s 

wives, Asma, was from this tribe. 

Lion (Khazraj), an originally polytheistic tribe of Medina, rivals of the Wolves and 

related to the Khuza’a. 

Mecca, the city where Muhammad was born and lived for his first 51 years. 

Medina (originally known as Yathrib), the city where Muhammad lived for the last 

ten years of his life. 

Jadhima, a tribe from southern Arabia, related to the Bakr and the Quraysh. 

Jerusalem, the holy city of the Jews, which Muhammad also claimed as sacred to 

the Muslims. 

Muharib, a nomadic tribe from central Arabia. 

Mustaliq, a semi-nomadic clan of Khuza’a based in Qudayd near the Red Sea 

coast. One of Muhammad’s wives, Juwayriya, was from this clan. 

Muta, a small town on the Syrian border, the scene of a famous battle. 

Nadir, a wealthy Jewish tribe of Medina. Two of Muhammad’s wives, Rayhana 

and Safiya, were from this tribe. 
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Najran, a Christian city in what is now Arabia, although in Muhammad’s time the 

area was considered part of Yemen. 

Persia was a great Empire in Muhammad’s time, covering the countries now called 

Iran and Afghanistan. 

Qaynuqa, a Jewish tribe of Medina. 

Quraysh, the tribe to which Muhammad belonged. They were the ruling class of 

Mecca, although other tribes also lived there. 

Qurayza, a Jewish tribe of Medina. One of Muhammad’s sex-slaves, Tukana, was 

from this tribe. 

Roman Empire refers to the Eastern Roman Empire, which had separated from 

the West before Muhammad’s time. The people whom he called “Romans” were 

Greek-speakers. 

Sulaym, a large nomadic tribe, loosely related to the Amir and Hawazin groups. 

Syria refers to the whole area of modern Iraq, Syria, Jordan, Palestine, Israel and 

Lebanon. In Muhammad’s time it was a province of the Eastern Roman Empire. 

Tabuk, a town in northern Arabia. 

Taïf, a city three days’ journey south-east of Mecca. The two cities were on friendly 

terms. 

Tayma, a Jewish town of Arabia. 

Tayy, a large nomadic tribe in central Arabia, partly Christian and partly 

polytheistic. 

Thaqif, the tribe who lived in Taïf; they belonged to the Hawazin group. 

Tihama, a city in Yemen that hosted a large bazaar. 

Uhud, a mountain just outside Medina, the scene of a famous battle. 

Ur, an ancient city in Iraq. 

Wadi’l-Qura, a Jewish city in Arabia. 

Wolf (Aows), an originally polytheistic tribe of Medina, rivals of the Lions and 

related to the Khuza’a. 

Yemen in Muhammad’s time covered a similar area to modern Yemen. It was 

mainly Jewish, although there were some Christian and polytheistic tribes. 
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Concepts 

Caliph (“successor”) = the title given to the rulers of the Islamic empire because 

they were considered the successors of Muhammad. 

Comrades (Ansari), members of the Lion and Wolf tribes in Medina who 

converted to Islam, which in the end was all of them. 

Eed al-Adha = a festival of animal-sacrifice celebrated by both Muslims and Arab 

polytheists in the twelfth month of the year. 

Eed al-Fitr = a festival celebrated by both Muslims and Sabians at the beginning 

of the tenth month of the year, after their month of fasting. 

Heaven = the Afterlife-home of good Muslims. Muhammad usually called it “the 

Garden”. 

Hell = the Afterlife-home of unbelievers. Muhammad usually called it “the Fire”. 

Immigrants, the Meccan Muslims who settled in Medina. 

Islam (“submission”) = the religion founded by Muhammad. 

jihad (“struggle”) = the Islamic concept of fighting non-Muslims until they submit. 

Note that the concept of jihad as “internal spiritual warfare” is based on a fake 

tradition that cannot be traced to Muhammad. However, this alternative 

understanding is widely accepted by modern Muslims. 

jizya = a super-tax paid to Muhammad by Jews and Christians in exchange for not 

being forced to convert to Islam. 

monotheism = the belief in only one God. 

mosque (masjid) = any Islamic house of worship. 

Muslim (“submitter”) = a person who follows Islam. 

polytheism = the belief in multiple gods. 

Quran (“reciting”) = the collection of Muhammad’s prophecies, which later 

became the holy book of Islam. 

Ramadan = the ninth month of the Arabian calendar, when Sabians and Muslims 

fast from daybreak to dusk. 

Sabianism = a monotheistic religion that was followed by some Arabs. 

sharia (“pathway”) = the laws of Islam. 
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Shia (“faction”) = the branch of Islam that believes that only a descendant of 

Muhammad can be the leader of the Muslims. This is about 12% of all Muslims 

alive today. 

sunna (“customs”) = the lifestyle demonstrated by Muhammad. 

Sunni (“custom-follower”) = the branch of Islam that believes that only a person 

elected by the Muslim community can be the leader of the Muslims. This is 85% 

of all Muslims alive today. 

Talmud = a collection of Jewish traditions, which are a commentary on their holy 

book. 

Torah = the first five sections of the Jews’ holy book, featuring Abraham and 

Moses. Muhammad did not understand the difference between the Torah, the rest 

of the holy book and the Talmud; he used the word “Torah” to refer to all of them. 

Zoroastrianism = a monotheistic religion that was followed in Persia. 
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Disclaimer 
This book is about Muhammad. Readers should not assume that  

all Muslims are like Muhammad, any more than all Buddhists are  

like Gautama or all Christians are like Jesus. All human beings  

should be accepted as individuals and not categorised according to  

group memberships. 

If an idea seems frightening, the best response is to talk about that idea 

openly and to educate other people. An educated population that speaks 

freely can defeat a bad philosophy by exposing its badness. We oppose 

censorship, which encourages bad ideas to grow. 

Censorship also increases the risk of violence, since people who are not 

allowed to talk are more likely to retaliate with anger. We oppose 

violence. Let us spill ink, not blood. 

—T. McA. & C. O’G. 
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